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Religious legitimation is an important process that validates the authority of religious 
institutions, groups or individuals to impose a preferred model for practicing, organizing, and 
interpreting teachings and beliefs. This is especially so for a Thai Buddhism perceived to be 
in a state of “crisis” and lacking the religious authority to provide moral and spiritual 
guidance in times of political and social turmoil. This thesis problematizes the process of 
religious legitimation within Thai Buddhism. Using an ethnographic field study of Buddhist 
meditation practitioners who follow Luang Por Teean’s teachings, this thesis explores the 
challenges to the religious legitimacy and authority of the traditional religious elites and 
institutions. The concept of “religious work” is developed to examine how practitioners use 
their bodies and other resources to formulate alternative religious expressions, interpretations 
and practices. The persistence of diversity in religious practices and expressions within Thai 
Buddhism makes it difficult for traditional religious elites to impose a uniform model without 
a response from other practitioners. This thesis argues that religious legitimation is a “work-
in-progress” which opens up possibilities for democratizing Thai Buddhism, in part through 
the weakening of a monastic institution. Practitioners can now validate their own experiences, 
interpretations, organization and attainment without the necessity of such validation from the 
traditional clergy. This has implications for understanding the dynamics in social relations of 
power between the state, religious institutions and practitioners. It also paves the way for 
continuing conversations about religious relevance, transformations and pluralism.      
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Note on Transliteration and Translation 
 
The transliteration of the many vowel sounds of the Thai and Pali language into Romanised 
characters follows that used by Peter A. Jackson (1989) in his work on Thai Buddhism. The 
transliteration system used in this study is simplified to present as accurate a phonetic rendering 
of both Thai and Pali terms. The diacritical marks of common pali terms has been removed for 






Religious Legitimacy and Legitimation in Thai Buddhism 
 
In the past, uniform Buddhism was possible because of state and central Sangha 
control. [...] [Today,] Buddhism is becoming independent of the state and the 
Sangha hierarchy, returning again to the hands of the people (Phra1 Aachaan 
Paisal Visalo 1999:10, emphasis mine). 
 
These are exciting times for Thai Buddhism as for Thai politics and society in general. Buddhism 
remains an important institution in Thailand alongside the monarchy and is intertwined with 
notions of Thai culture and identity. It continues to shape decisions and attitudes towards 
politics, economics and many other aspects of social life at both the individual and societal 
levels. In turn, Thai Buddhism is affected by wider socio-political conditions and 
transformations. The recent military coup2 has provided both hope and fear for Thais. There is a 
fear of falling back into dictatorial tyranny that will restrict individual freedom and impede 
economic progress. Parts of the population hope that the current military leadership can 
effectively “clean-house” and introduce reforms in preparation for a return to democratic rule. 
Among these hoped-for and some planned-for reforms, there are calls for Sangha reforms against 
the backdrop of long-standing discontentment with the questionable moral conduct of members 
of the clergy, including clear violations of the monastic code3. The Thai Sangha have been 
historically tasked as moral custodians of Thai society. Of late, high profile scandals involving 
                                                          
1 Thai Monks are addressed with a Prefix / Title “Phra” which simply means monk or the noble one, and usually 
keep their lay first name with their Buddhist Pali name becoming the last name.  
2 The 22nd May 2014 military coup led by General Prayuth Chan-ocha, commander of the Royal Thai Army, is the 
12th successful coup (in addition to 7 other attempted coups) since the end of absolute monarchy in 1932.  
3 Journalists report and claim widespread sentiment and desire to replace the existing Sangha Bill which is still 
based on the last Sangha Act in 1962. Commentators wish to see more gender equality, less corruption, more 
financial accountability in monasteries’ administration among other issues. See Ekachai (2014a); Buddha Space 
(2013); Horn (1999); Khaikeaw (2000) among others.    
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monks have led to an increasing disillusionment among Thais with their religion and its leaders. 
The Junta has publicly supported such calls for reform. In 2014, the National Office of 
Buddhism decided to set up a 24-hour hotline for the public to report Buddhist monks who 
misbehave4. This initiative reflects an ongoing transformation within Thai Buddhism. The 
traditional religious elites and institutions have to work hard to reassert and rebuild its religious 
legitimacy. It is also increasingly clear that the public (i.e. laity) has been exerting pressure for 
reforms and is increasingly empowered to have a say in directing the future of Thai Buddhism.  
 
UNDERSTANDING THAI BUDDHISM   
Charles F. Keyes (1987) observed that early interpretations of Buddhism in Western thought 
characterised it primarily as an “other-worldly” religion. These interpretations were primarily 
based on the study of Buddhist texts written in Pali. It gave rise to the view that Buddhism is a 
religion for the affluent and elite class who could access the texts. It was also understood as a 
mendicant religion which could be fully practiced only by ascetic monks devoted to meditation 
practice in pursuit of ultimate salvation, i.e. nibanna5 (p. 123). Other scholars of Thai Buddhism 
such as Tambiah (1976, 1984) found the actual practice of Buddhism in Thailand to be 
otherwise, i.e. there are many from the laity and monks too who are still engaged in “this-
worldly” pursuits as recognised Buddhists. Such scholarly work suggests that Buddhism is not 
only a religion for traditional religious elites; there is a need to go beyond textual interpretations 
to understand the complexities of Buddhism as a “lived religion,” which allows practitioners to 
                                                          
4 See http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/bad-monks-beware-thailand/1174820.html  
5 This refers to the Buddhist state of enlightenment and liberation from all suffering and rebirth. Buddhist and 
academic scholars still find it difficult to pin down what enlightenment exactly means, but most Buddhists would 
accept that it is the complete elimination of craving, anger, and ignorance leading to ultimate bliss and non-
attachment to worldly desires, values and phenomena.  
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be involved in worldly pursuits while striving for salvation. In other words, we need to focus on 
what people do and not just what is written about what they should be doing.  
Following McGuire (2008), the term “lived religion” is used to “distinguish the actual 
experience of religious persons from the prescribed religion of institutionally defined beliefs and 
practices (p. 3).” Lived religion focuses on individual religiosity and spirituality. The ways lived 
religion is structured and organized “often do not resemble the tidy, consistent, and theologically 
correct packages official religions promote (p. 3).” It emphasises the complexities of individuals’ 
religious practices, experiences, and expressions. Research on lived religion is identified by 
Edgell (2012) as a new direction for a “cultural sociology of religion.” This approach pays 
attention to the varied ways individuals use religion to infuse meanings and purpose into their 
actions and aspirations for contented living. In times of crisis, shared meanings can break down 
and religious practitioners have to (re)negotiate acceptable norms, interpretations, and 
behaviours. While there are limits to this negotiation, the crisis in religious legitimation and 
moral authority opens up new possibilities for the redrawing of boundaries and shared meanings 
which then become the “new” constraints for practitioners.     
Historically, Thai Theravada Buddhism6 was institutionalised through state-led reforms 
since the time of Rama I, with various acts (see Chapter 3) leading to the formation of a 
centralized Thai Sangha overseeing religious matters including the interpretations of teachings, 
ordination of monks, and discipline of monks. The reforms were targeted at presenting 
                                                          
6 In this thesis, I use Thai Theravada Buddhism to refer to this state-sponsored version of Thai Buddhism centred 
on the intellectual and scholarly study of the Pali Canon. This involves an emphasis on hierarchy headed by 
traditional religious elites, i.e. a centralized and state patronized Sangha, claiming authority in interpretation of 
Buddhist teachings and practices, disciplinary matters and registration of ordained monks. There are 
approximately 300,000 ordained monks in Thailand today. Thai Buddhism is used to refer to the historically diverse 
practices and beliefs, with varying emphasis on other aspects of Buddhism, be it meditation practice, rituals, and 
even magic, reflecting syncretism with local traditions and animistic beliefs.   
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Buddhism as a “rational” religion that is progressive and sophisticated. This allowed the Thai 
leaders to reduce the possibilities of being colonised during the 18th and 19th centuries on the 
basis of Thais and Thai society being superstitious and thus backwards. A state-sponsored model 
of Thai Theravada Buddhism as a form of institutionalised religion receives patronage from the 
government and monarchy—complete with support in the form of financial and legal 
resources—to promote a rational, intellectual-oriented form of Thai Buddhism. A centralised 
Sangha Council and a National Office of Buddhism encourages intellectual and scholarly study 
of the pali scriptures through a system of examinations linked to appointments to ecclesiastical 
offices and titles. The Supreme Sangha Council of Thailand is headed by a Supreme Patriarch7 
appointed by the Thai monarch. The Supreme Patriarch has legal authority to oversee the order 
of Buddhist monks in Thailand (across all nikayas or sectarians). These traditional religious 
elites have great influence and legitimacy to decide which interpretations of Buddhist teachings 
are consistent with orthodoxy.  
For most lay devotees and practitioners of mainstream Thai Theravada Buddhism, their 
religious roles are limited to merit-making especially through supporting the monks and hoping 
for a better rebirth with conditions appropriate to continue their practice through numerous 
lifetimes. Undertaking the 227 rules of the vinaya (monastic) code as an ordained monk is 
believed to be an ideal if not necessary condition for successful practice and results. 
Superstitions and magical practices attached to folk beliefs and traditions, especially those of 
spirit worship and amulets, are discouraged as too “irrational” for Buddhism. Interestingly, the 
state preserves court rituals which may be traced to Brahmanism and superstitious local beliefs. 
The focus on abstract teachings, interpretations and the need to become an ascetic to attain 
                                                          
7 Of the 19 Supreme Patriarchs appointed from 1782 to 2013, four of them were royalty related, i.e. Princes.  
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enlightenment distances state-sponsored Thai Theravada Buddhism from its followers. Followers 
may thus seek alternatives offering solutions to contemporary living and a promise of pathway to 
salvation accessible for everyone, lay and monastic alike.   
Scholars such as McDaniel (2011) and Kitiarsa (2005, 2008, and 2012) have 
demonstrated the continued diversity of Thai Buddhism in practice. These scholars have paid 
much attention to what is variously called “local Buddhism” or “popular Buddhism” amidst 
attempts from the state to centralize a standard model of learning and practicing Thai Buddhism 
that will serve well nation-building projects. Thai Buddhism today is diverse, contrary to 
perceptions of a homogenous “Thai Buddhism.” Some groups prefer to focus on scriptural study 
in attempts to produce more “rational,” “philosophical” and “intellectual” forms of Thai 
Theravada Buddhism (traced to Rama IV’s reforms). Others focus on ritual and chanting 
practices. Still others are practicing what may be loosely called “magical Thai Buddhism” in the 
form of amulets and spirit-worship—hybridized or syncretized versions of animistic and local 
magical practices with Buddhism. 
Such diverse alternatives to mainstream Thai Theravada Buddhism appeal to practitioners 
and followers for various reasons; but at the heart of it, these alternatives offer solutions for the 
problems and challenges faced in contemporary living (alongside traditional promises of 
salvation). For Thai Buddhists, enlightenment (attaining the state of nibbana) or the complete 
liberation from suffering is as important8 as finding practical solutions for everyday life 
problems such as stress, anger, depression etc. Practitioners interviewed in this thesis often 
                                                          
8 Many will see that these two aims are not mutually exclusive. Suffering (or dissatisfaction with how things are) is 
found in everyday life problems, and to solve these problems one will need to find the way out of suffering 
completely—complete liberation.  
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attribute these problems to the pressures of working and family life, and the need to find a way to 
protect their minds from negative emotions and thoughts.   
 
RESEARCH PROBLEM  
This thesis problematizes the process of religious legitimation within Thai Buddhism. It aims to 
demonstrate the complexity and dynamism of intra-religious diversity in Thai society. This 
process involves searching for, establishing and sustaining religious legitimacy which results in 
tensions and sometimes conflict between sub-traditions and groups within Thai Buddhism. But it 
is also these tensions that make it possible for a democratization of religious expressions; making 
it possible for the diversity of alternative practices and models. In negotiating with existing 
limitations, the process of religious legitimation may also produce “new” forms of identities, 
organizations, and structures that become the “new” limitations and constraints for governing 
religious life.  
The perceived crisis in Thai Buddhism provides possibilities for followers to challenge 
existing bases of legitimacy and co-construct “new” ones. The legitimation process is a “work-
in-progress”—highlighting the complexities of religious transformation in ensuring relevance for 
both individual and institutional purposes. As the quote from the beginning of this chapter 
suggests, the dominance of a uniform Buddhism was previously (if at all) possible because 
authority and legitimacy was consolidated in the hands of traditional religious elites, i.e. the Thai 
Sangha, and state institutions such as the National Office of Buddhism controlling the 
administration and direction of Thai Buddhism. These institutions and elites have been able to 
impose their dominance to ensure obedience to particular ways of organizing and practicing Thai 
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Buddhism. Legitimacy is derived primarily from the legal-rational authority of these institutions 
to enforce compliance. Religious legitimacy is also based on claims to moral authority of the 
Thai Sangha to be the gatekeepers and guardians of Buddhist teachings.  
Establishing and sustaining religious legitimacy is not a one-off event or stable and 
timeless (end-)state. It is a social process that involves challenges and struggles from diverse 
groups, movements and individuals within Thai Buddhism using various resources and sites such 
as the body, texts, regulations etc. This thesis investigates how such struggles can be embodied 
in lived religious practices such as meditation.   
It will be interesting for future research with more resources and time to conduct more 
extensive ethnography comparing Thai Buddhist meditation practice of various traditions and 
also with traditions in neighbouring countries in the region. It may be that religious legitimation 
and authority has been, and continues to be, diffused from centralized religious elites and 
institutions to the laity and individuals. But proving this will require comparative work across 
religions, and across time within the religion in question. Moreover, it will require detailed 
investigations of how the religious elites enjoyed monopoly of religious authority in the past so 
as to track the degree to which this authority is now diffused. It is hoped that this thesis will be 
the impetus for further research looking into how Buddhism (and all world religions) responds to 
the challenges of having to reassert its legitimacy and authority under different socio-political 
conditions across time and space. 
 
RESEARCH SIGNIFICANCE AND SCOPE  
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Religion remains a topic of interest in both the public and private domains of social life (see 
Aldridge 2013, Edgell 2012 among others who summarize contemporary developments for the 
sociology of religion and articulating future directions). Transformations and developments in 
the religious world have been varied. On one hand, we have radical movements and groups 
threatening peaceful co-existence in religiously diverse regions around the world. These groups 
contest for political power to advance visions of universal communities based on values and 
teachings from their religion, and are prone to the use of violence against others to achieve their 
aims. On the other hand, there are new religious movements or groups emerging peacefully but 
nonetheless challenging traditional religious authorities’ attempts at regulating believers’ and 
practitioners’ private domains of social life. These groups may contest for cultural and political 
power to interpret religious teachings and values, and regain or reclaim the use of their religion 
to meet daily needs, social goals and salvation goals.  
The sub-discipline sociology of religion has also been exploring the rise of new religious 
movements, new age movements, the spiritual “revolution” (see Heelas and Woodhead 2005) 
and rise of spiritual movements, among interests in tracking the persistence of popular religious 
practices, animism, challenges posed by fundamentalist movement, the rise of radical religious 
groups threatening religious pluralism9 within and across societies, and the question of state-
religion relationship. The growth of spirituality may have contributed to the emergence of 
alternative religious expressions challenging the religious legitimacy of the traditional elites and 
institutions. Are religious meanings constructed and used differently by traditional religious 
elites as compared to the practitioners who may have different needs to meet? Is there a 
contestation of religious meanings and strategies for action in contemporary living that may 
                                                          
9 I use religious pluralism to describe a social and political phenomenon involving (the promotion of) peaceful 
interaction and co-existence between diverse varieties of religious traditions.   
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undermine traditional religious authorities and how does this affect the social relations of power 
between the state, religious institutions and practitioners? Addressing these questions may help 
us more effectively evaluate the socio-political conditions shaping the changes and problems we 
observe in Thai Buddhism today. Few scholars now support the secularization thesis10—that 
modernization processes leads to a decline in the significance and relevance of religion—in the 
face of overwhelming evidence that points to ongoing transformations of religious relevance, 
resurgence and revivalism. 
In contemporary living, individuals are increasingly seeking alternatives to mainstream 
religious teachings and practice. A “mix and match” and “do-it-yourself” attitude reflects the 
process of religious commodification. Religion is treated as a commodity like other goods and 
services produced and consumed to meet the needs for comfort, affiliation, and practical 
guidance or solutions for the challenges of everyday living. Commodification processes turn 
religion into marketable goods and individuals can now construct meanings for their own needs 
from a wide selection of religious values, beliefs, symbols and practices, material objects etc. 
Possibilities exist for syncretizing seemingly contradictory beliefs and practices across or within 
religious traditions. For example, a devotee of Chinese religion could be praying to Jesus as a 
god alongside the Buddha and Confucius.  
In Thailand, commodification processes can turn Buddhist symbols, teachings, and rituals 
into businesses: marketable and highly profitable goods such as amulets and services such as 
protection rituals and fortune telling. Scholars of religion in Asia have also been paying attention 
                                                          
10 For an in-depth review and discussion into the secularization thesis, see Bryan S. Turner’s (2010) Secularization. 
For staunch defenders of the secularization thesis in one form or other, see Bryan Wilson (1982), Bruce (2002). 
Also see Jose Casanova’s (2006) work in rethinking the meanings of secularization as used in academic 
communities. These authors attempt to rescue secularization as an analytical tool for accurately depicting the role 
of religion in contemporary society.   
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to the process of religious commodification in Asia, recognizing the wide range of market-
oriented changes in the Asian religious landscape (See Kitiarsa 2008, Sinha 2011).  
Diffusing religion via a commodity market, commanding media coverage, as well 
as redefining ritual procedures have reaffirmed the prosperity of religion’s 
prominent place in the everyday lives of Asian people. (P. 2)      
Kitiarsa’s arguments reflected above build upon Featherstone’s ([1991] 2007) 
observation that “consumer culture and consumerism continues to support a religious dimension 
(p. 111).” The interaction between religion and market forces can have a positive impact on the 
continued relevance of Asian religions for its people in daily life, addressing new social and 
spiritual needs. In Thailand, Buddhist teachings are now readily available through commercial 
books, spiritual retreats, various talks and seminars organized by lay practitioners who also 
sometimes teach. In short, conditions of religious commodification, consumerism and diversity 
provide possibilities for practitioners to formulate and enact alternatives to mainstream religious 
interpretations and practices.  
In a “spiritual marketplace (see Roof 1999),” individuals can choose from a variety of 
services and practices packaged and provided by religious and non-religious organizations to suit 
their personal quest for spirituality or salvation. Possibilities for such “do-it-yourself” and “mix-
and-match” attitudes in selecting religious or spiritual affiliations and practice reconfigures the 
relations of cultural and religious power traditionally in the hands of religious elites. Followers 
traditionally relied on religious elites to provide direction for social conduct and aspirations. The 
locus of power has been shifted to religious individuals (non-experts) to organize among 
themselves ways of making religion and spirituality work for their daily needs and salvation 
goals. Interpretations and practices are now possible without the mediating role of the clergy and 
experts. However, practitioners are still limited in the extent to which they can reinterpret the 
11 
 
teachings and practices. Overly liberal or radical interpretations pose undesirable political 
challenge to the state’s authority and legitimacy. To this extent, new religious movements have 
to negotiate sometimes unclear boundaries with the traditional religious authorities as the latter is 
also responding to the challenges initiated by the former. Alternative conceptions of religious 
authority shifts the focus from textual sources to experiential knowledge, with the latter enabling 
practitioners to have more say in what type of Buddhism they want to believe in and practice.  
An important question for contemporary sociology of religion concerns the status of 
traditional religious authorities (and elites) in the face of alternative religious and spiritual 
groups, movements and practices. This raises questions about the social relation of power 
between the state, religious authorities and religious practitioners. Power here refers to the 
influence and authority to decide on matters of interpretation (in Buddhist teachings) and to 
regulate or discipline the religious and social conduct of both lay and monastic practitioners.    
Mainstream and state-sponsored Thai Theravada Buddhism emphasizes hierarchy and the 
rationalized aspects of Buddhist scriptural study as the “correct” way to practice Buddhism. An 
emphasis on scriptures allow the state to centralize the religious elites and standardize practices 
across the country for nation-building purposes, i.e. to use Buddhism as a tool for legitimizing 
the political elites and to promote nationalism based on standardized values (also see Jackson 
1989). When groups emerge to offer alternative interpretations and ways to practice Buddhism, 
they constitute a challenge to the state-sponsored preference for Thai Theravada Buddhism. 
Contestations over religious matters persist throughout history across and within most if not all 
religious traditions. It sometimes may involve political challenges to the state’s authority and 
legitimacy, as was the case with the Santi Asoke movement which went as far to push for a 
secession from the official Sangha and acting independently without its authority in doctrinal 
12 
 
issues. Traditional religious authorities and institutions may not always be successful in 
suppressing alternative interpretations and practices, as with the case of the Dhammakaya 
movement. In the Dhammakaya’s case, they were willing to adapt and accept the authority of the 
traditional elites and the state.  The centralized Sangha gradually accepts the latter movement as 
a legitimate option for practitioners seeking meditation-focused Buddhist teachings and practice 
while asserting and preserving authority over matters of monastic discipline and powers to 
defrock monks who are found to have violated the monastic code. When challenged, the state 
and co-opted religious institutions may respond by discrediting the new groups/individuals as 
cults or extremists who threaten national stability. They are also able to draw on legal resources 
such as the Sangha Act to enforce compliance. Alternatively, they can accommodate these 
emerging groups through recognizing the validity of their religious authority. But a diffusion of 
religious authority could be undesirable for groups of elites with an interest in centralizing Thai 
Buddhism for purposes of state control and nation-building.    
My study focuses on practitioners—both lay and monastics—following Luang Por11 
(Venerable Father) Teean’s dynamic meditation technique. Luang Por Teean, a renowned 
meditation master in Thailand during the 1980s, attracts many students with his direct approach 
in teaching the dhamma and his conviction that one can attain enlightenment even as a lay person 
through diligent meditation practice. Luang Por Teean’s meditation technique and the tradition 
that he established represents one of many ways to practice Thai Buddhism. Practitioners of this 
tradition produce a form of praxis (more on this in later chapters) in acting in this world while 
ensuring the continued relevance of Thai Buddhism. I am aware of varieties of meditation 
                                                          
11 “Luang Por” is the affectionate term used by Thai Buddhists to address elderly monks. For younger monks, it is 
either Luang Pii (Venerable Brother) or Phra Aachaan (Monk Teacher) among other terms depending on regional 
practices. In most monasteries, followers use “Luang Por” to generally mean the most senior or respected master 
or abbot.    
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groups, lineages and movements which are shaped by different socio-political conditions This 
diversity in Thai Buddhism illustrates the possibilities and limitations for emergence and co-
existence of alternative religious expressions.   
The practitioners who are attracted to meditation practice, and in my thesis specifically 
those attracted to Luang Por Teean’s technique, have different motivations for their choice and 
have varying levels of commitment as well. But the (perhaps unintended) consequence of their 
practice is the formation of a community, self-sustaining in facilitating and promoting the 
practice. Practitioners cultivate a meditator’s habitus12, and the collective effect of such 
dispositions and their mode of being in this world undermines the traditional religious authorities 
in matters of interpretation and regulation.    
In short, the practice of meditation allows Thai Buddhist lay practitioners to re-empower 
themselves in matters of religious interpretation and attainment (of salvation), ensuring that they 
can use religion as a cultural resource—making it “work” to meet their salvation goals and 
everyday problems. Practitioners employ meditation to “work” on their bodies, thoughts, feelings 
and so on, and to make it “work” in their pursuit for salvation and addressing daily problems. 
The study of meditation practitioners demonstrate how alternative ways of practicing Thai 
Buddhism from the mainstream state-sanctioned Thai Theravada Buddhism can constitute a 
challenge to the latter’s religious legitimacy while searching for its own religious legitimacy. 
Religion is in this sense, returning to the hands of the people “again.” Thai Buddhism is in this 
sense a “people’s religion.”  
                                                          
12 I shall defer to later chapters an elaboration of what I mean by meditators’ habitus as a modification of 
Bourdieu’s (1984, 1992) concept of habitus, in relation to field. 
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To the extent that practitioners successfully employ meditation to do “work” on their 
bodies, behaviour, speech, thoughts, and so on, they also do “work” on Thai Buddhism, 
challenging the traditional religious elites’ authority to interpret and prescribe Buddhist teachings 
and practices. Practitioners make Thai Buddhism “work” again in infusing meaning and purpose 
to their lives. Religious legitimacy in Thai Buddhism is then a contested “work-in-progress” 
process, with increasing participation from the laity and diminishing influence from the 
centralized institution and religious elites, at least in shaping how Thai Buddhists understand and 
practice their religion in everyday life.   
While a study of Thai Buddhism is possible through examining scriptures and records 
suggesting standard ways of what people believe and ought to do as Thai Buddhists, I am 
concerned primarily with practices, the actual behaviour and action undertaken by groups of 
people, and the meanings they attach to it. I am interested in the actual ways practitioners 
construct meanings from the resources they have at their disposal. These resources include 
beliefs, ethical norms, rituals, artefacts, practices and so on which practitioners use to construct 
recurrent strategies of action to solve individual and social problems and address soteriological 
(and existential) concerns. This is in contrast to approaches that seek to examine aggregate level 
religious phenomena especially by giving primacy to doctrines and beliefs that assume 
practitioners all follow a standard rationalized interpretation of the texts and teachings. I find it 
more interesting to look at the actual practices—their logic and consequences—and the meanings 
practitioners construct to make religion relevant and practical. This approach is also rooted in the 
conviction and argument that while practitioners may share similar doctrinal teachings and to an 
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extent, share a common set of “tools” and “resources” offered by Thai Buddhism13, there is 
diversity in the ways they use and interpret them.  
 
RELIGIOUS LEGITIMACY AND MEDITATION MOVEMENTS 
Weber ([1978] 2013) theorizes legitimacy as the validity of a social order that binds people 
through norms, values and beliefs. Individuals may act in accord to the rules and beliefs because 
they presume the order is also accepted by most others, even if they may privately disagree. 
“Legitimacy is indicated by actors’ compliance with a social order as either (a) a set of social 
obligations, or as (b) a desirable model of action (Johnson, Dowd and Ridgeway 2006:55).” It is 
the state of being accepted as valid and having the right to rule. Claims to legitimacy can be 
made on traditional, legal-rational or charismatic grounds14. Other than these three sources, we 
can also identify a variety of other sources for claiming legitimacy. In the case of Thai 
Buddhism, moral authority is important to ensure compliance with prescribed behaviour and 
beliefs consistent with the tradition (of those who claim power) of practicing and organizing Thai 
Buddhism.  
Those in power seek to legitimise their domination. The process of legitimization15 ends 
with consensus by most individuals on “proper” conduct based on several (combinations) of 
                                                          
13 The core doctrines include the four noble truths, the eightfold noble path and the precepts, primarily the basic 
five precepts. Other common doctrines (accepted across Theravada traditions) may include the doctrine of karma, 
rebirth, abhidharma and so on.  
14 An appeal to tradition relies on the authority of texts and customs historically accepted as the way society has 
always been. An appeal to legal-rational grounds is derived from compliance with institutionalized procedures such 
as codes of conduct (law being the clearest example of such codes) binding people and social relations. Charismatic 
legitimacy is derived from an appeal to the personal virtues of a leader who may impose authority and enforce 
compliance through political and administrative institutions. The three sources of legitimacy are not mutually 
exclusive and a combination of the three is evident in most empirical cases. 
15 I am using the term legitimization and legitimation synonymously.    
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fundamental beliefs. However, we should reject unitary conceptions of consensus (also see 
Bourricaud 1987:65). It is difficult if not impossible to conceive of or find empirical support for 
contemporary societies with total conformity or non-conformity. A “working” consensus has to 
be co-constructed by various members of the society through democratic means or imposed by 
those in power through domination. This process of legitimation is a constant search that leads 
to, without reaching, the achievement of the desired state (of total consensus). Legitimacy claims 
need to be reasserted and counter-claims either suppressed or accommodated. It is not the scope 
of this thesis to examine in detail the strategies to establish legitimate domination by those in 
power. Peter A. Jackson’s (1989) work demonstrated how Thai Buddhism serves the function of 
political legitimation for existing elites. This thesis complements our understanding of the 
relationship between state-society-religion by examining the issue of legitimation within Thai 
Buddhism itself. The focus will be on the struggle to democratize the process of legitimation in 
order to create a space for the democratic co-construction of social reality and order. In short, I 
seek to demonstrate how shared meanings of religious teachings are (re)appraised and deployed 
to serve practitioners.        
Religious-based values shape and guide decisions, attitudes and behaviour of followers 
(Devine and Deneulin 2011). Societal norms and practices are also shaped by religious-based 
values when religion is deeply intertwined with culture, national identity and state institutions, as 
is the case with Thailand. A patriarchal religion can promote values such as respect for authority 
but also discourage progress in values such as (gender) equality. Institutions, groups, movements 
and individuals can lay claims to legitimacy to impose their version of religious-based values in 
prescribing appropriate and proscribing inappropriate behaviour. But religious-based values 
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themselves are not static and unchanging; it can be shaped by wider social transformations 
occurring relatively independent of or parallel with religious change.  
In unsettled social and political periods, religious legitimacy is unstable. There is also a 
diffusion of religious authority. It is difficult to achieve complete acceptance of any claims to 
religious authority at any one time. Legitimacy is challenged by an increasingly educated 
populace demanding more participation and transparency in religious matters. A search for 
religious authority no longer concerns only the traditional religious elites. Such “politics of 
religious legitimacy” is not only enacted between leaders (religious elites, specifically members 
of the Thai Sangha in the case of Thai Buddhism) of religious organizations and traditions within 
Thai Buddhism but also involves laity asserting a variety of forms of religious authority of their 
own. The challenge to religious legitimacy is understood in the context of broader social 
transformations including public debates over democracy in Thailand. Calls for democracy in the 
political domains in Thailand are arguably mirrored in efforts to democratize Thai Buddhism. 
Such democratization involves attempts to transform the rigid hierarchical structure of Thai 
Buddhism characterized by patriarchal ideas to allow for more participation from the laity, and 
especially for females’ role in Buddhism. Another dimension of this democratization process 
involves the struggle for recognition and equal legitimacy of a variety of Thai Buddhist practices 
and traditions. Moral authority as the basis of legitimacy for the traditional religious elites is also 
challenged as lay Buddhists are arguably seeking to transfer the role of moral custodians from 
Sangha to laity. This challenge is in part a result of loss of faith in monks who are increasingly 
associated with scandals. The search for alternatives to mainstream Thai Buddhism is itself a 
search for alternative conceptions of religious authority. The key to a successful democratization 
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of the political system in Thailand could perhaps depend on the successful parallel if not prior 
process of democratizing Thai Buddhism. 
A “politics of legitimacy” is evident in the interaction between the various “players”—
institutions, groups, and individuals. Diversity within Thai Buddhism today includes on the one 
hand confrontational and sometimes hostile or violent groups seeking to impose their 
interpretations and practices as the only legitimate and authentic ones. On the other hand, groups 
and movements can also be less confrontational, accepting the mainstream interpretations and 
practices as legitimate but one of many ways to practice Thai Buddhism. In short, groups and 
movements can choose to embrace (religious) diversity, laying claims to the legitimacy of their 
own practice and interpretations but being careful not to overtly challenge the authority of the 
state and traditional religious elites in defining and managing Thai Buddhism.  
As discussed earlier in this chapter, “local” or “popular” Buddhism is a loose umbrella 
category for a range of movements, groups and practices enacting alternatives to state-sanctioned 
orthodox Thai Theravada Buddhism. Different types of “Popular” Buddhism appeal to different 
bases of legitimacy and have different emphases. Spirit-worship and other magical practices do 
not pose as much as threat to the religious authority and legitimacy of the orthodox Thai 
Theravada Buddhism. The latter appeals to traditional and legal-rational grounds to prescribe 
appropriate and proscribe inappropriate practices and beliefs. Also, the emphasis is on textual 
authority. Magical beliefs and spirit-worship practices can be brushed aside as superstitious and 
inferior to the rational, philosophical and intellectual (and hence moral) form of orthodox Thai 
Theravada Buddhism. But movements that appeal to similar textual or traditional grounds for 
legitimacy and emphasize their form of practicing Buddhism as rational, philosophical and 
intellectual can be considered a direct challenge and demands a stronger reaction from the 
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traditional religious elites lest their power base erodes. The orthodox institutions and religious 
elites may label such movements and groups as “Fundamentalist16” as a political strategy. 
Examples include Buddhist movements such as the Santi Asoke movement in the 1970s (see 
Mackenzie 2007) and the more recent Buddhavacana movement (Ekachai 2014b) led by a 
popular monk, Phra Kukrit Sothipalo. These movements challenge the conventional ways of 
practicing Thai Buddhism—including interpretations of Buddhist teachings and how it should be 
translated for the laity in everyday life application. Above all, it questions and restructures the 
authority and legitimacy of traditional religious elites and institutions to decide on religious 
matters. The Santi Asoke movement was dealt with as a threat to the Thai state and the authority 
of the centralized Sangha—the movement’s leaders had refused to be subject to the Sangha Act 
and the supreme Sangha council, and were charged for causing a schism within the Buddhist 
community, a violation of the vinaya code itself. The Buddhavacana movement is at risk of 
similar fate should it continue to overtly challenge the authority of established religious elites—
Buddhist teachers and masters—to interpret Buddhist teachings. The movement believes in a no-
nonsense return to the Buddhavacana (the words of the Buddha from the Pali canon). While its 
textual-focus is similar to the state-sponsored Thai Theravada Buddhism, the movement’s leader 
causes controversy in its ironic liberal interpretation of the 227 training rules (claiming and 
teaching that keeping 150 rules were sufficient), a challenge to the authority of the centralized 
Sangha in matters of monastic discipline.  
                                                          
16 Beyer (2010) sees fundamentalism as those religions that “when it enters the political arena, does harm and 
generally has negative consequences (p. 39, emphasis mine).” However, it should be noted that “negative” here is 
a value judgment when assessed by the mainstream religion or secular society and their values. Conceivably, 
fundamentalist groups can have “positive” consequences especially when perceived by their own in-group value 
judgments. In this thesis, fundamentalist movements are discussed as mainly “negative” in its impact on the 
political arena for the existing elites.      
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Among “local” practices that are less confrontational vis-à-vis state-sponsored Thai 
Theravada Buddhism, there has been recognition of a growing popularity in meditation practice 
(see Ekachai 2014a; Newell 2008; Cook 2010; Mackenzie 2007; Shaw 2006) among Thai 
Buddhists. Newell’s study focused on the popular Dhammakaya meditation movement while 
Cook examined the popularity of vipassana (insight) meditation at a monastery in Northern 
Thailand. Shaw (2006) observed that youths were particularly active in these movements (p. 14). 
These studies also reflect increasing scholarly interest in theorizing these developments. This 
popularity in meditation practice is not confined to monastics in Thailand. The Dhammakaya 
movement in Thailand studied by Newell is noted for its huge lay participation. Indeed, the 
popularity of Buddhist meditation practice among the laity—busy businessmen, teachers, 
mothers etc.—extends outside of Thailand and has been observed to be a global phenomenon.  
The Dhammakaya movement survived state scrutiny during its early days over 
controversies including its non-orthodox interpretation of meditation practices17, leaders’ claims 
to enlightenment status and the management of monastery funds. The movement was able to 
survive in part due to a huge following and more importantly, because it appeased the state and 
traditional religious elites through its willingness to take steps towards accountability and 
transparency in its fund management practices. It also grounded its meditation practice and 
teaching in more orthodox interpretations and scriptural sources but was careful not to assert that 
only their interpretation and practice is the correct one.  
                                                          
17 Just as amulets and incantations were used as resources by Thais in the past to ward off evil and protect 
themselves from bullets during wars and the nation from invasion (see McDaniel 2011), meditation practice is 
believed to be as effective in protecting modern Thailand from man-made and natural calamities (see Newell’s 
(2008) work on Dhammakaya meditation movement) among other day-to-day practical purposes of being blessed 
with good luck, wealth etc.   
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It is evident from comparing the different fates of the Santi Asoke and Dhammakaya 
movement that the state and traditional religious elites possess substantial power (discussions of 
power to follow in Chapter 6) to limit possibilities for Thai Buddhists to formulate and practice 
versions of Thai Buddhism. This is especially so if these versions are deemed unacceptable or 
deviating too much from Thai Theravada Buddhism—i.e. challenging the legitimacy and 
authority of those traditional religious elites.       
Traditional religious elites of the state-sponsored variant of Thai Buddhism have access 
to and also use experiential authority that is centred on meditation practice. However, a 
democratization of Thai Buddhism means that monks are now no longer necessary for validating 
practitioners’ experiences, interpretations, attainments and practices. Practitioners can gain 
access to their own mind and body as texts and validate their own experiences and attainment. 
The rise of lay meditation teachers can also further undermine the monastic institutions’ 
authority to validate authenticity and accuracy of teachings. This crisis afflicting the monastic 
institution thus offers an opportunity for practitioners to challenge the elites’ hold on religious 
authority.  
Kitiarsa (2008) highlighted that there are multiple discourses (according to different 
historical periods) of ‘Thai Buddhism in crisis,’ “which have lingered in the Thai mind for 
centuries (p. 121).” We can trace such discourses back to the reforms of Rama I, when the fall of 
Ayutthaya is attributed to the “moral crisis” afflicting the Sangha back then. Fast forward to 
contemporary 21st century, Thai Buddhism is deemed to be in crisis as a result of the following: 
(1) bureaucratization of the Sangha Order and their failure to manage religious affairs effectively 
especially with increasing incidences of morally corrupt monks (2) magical and supernaturalism 
which reflected a mistreatment of Buddha’s teachings (3) neglect of spiritual and social 
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dimensions of Buddhism from re-interpretations of the Tripitaka18 after reforms which 
emphasises intellectual and canonical principles. Thai Buddhism in crisis is at risk of losing 
relevance in times of rapid economic and social changes. Thai society needs Thai Buddhism to 
possess the social and spiritual strength needed to provide guidance for individuals’ moral and 
spiritual health.  
Possibilities are thus open for the reappraisal and restructuring of Thai Buddhism 
specifically in reconfiguring the power relations between the Thai Sangha, State and society.  
Movements and groups centred on meditation practice provide alternatives for Thai Buddhists 
who are seeking a cultural response to the perceived moral crisis. For practitioners, they are also 
searching for a religious tradition and method that “work”—meeting aspirations for salvation and 
which offers the tools to solve everyday problems of stress, anger, providing comfort and so on. 
Practitioners are also engaged in “work” in another sense—that of “working” on their bodies, 
their “selves”, their feelings, thoughts and so on to see the true nature of these phenomenon. 
Lastly, practitioners can also be seen to be doing “work” on Thai Buddhism, i.e. transforming the 
ways Thai Buddhism is organized in response to a perceived crisis (corruption afflicting the 
order of monks and irrelevance of abstract teachings for modern living).   
This thesis will also explore the nature of “religious agency” exercised by practitioners 
individually and collectively through meditation. I will also draw upon Mauss’s (1935) and 
Foucault’s (1988) work on technologies of body and self to understand how practitioners employ 
meditation practice as an embodied tool for (re)producing one form of Buddhist identity and one 
form of praxis—that particular mode of behaving and being in the world. This identity and praxis 
is a project that makes sense for the practitioners and is not necessarily a mirror of the dominant 
                                                          
18 The collection of Buddha’s teachings.  
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modalities of Buddhist identity and way-of-being offered by state-sponsored Thai Theravada 
Buddhism and the traditional religious elites. What is more interesting is that this form of 
meditation practice as a project in the ethical cultivation of the self allows practitioners to side-
step the need for traditional religious elites to validate their experiences and attainments. Such 
cultivation practices are also more difficult to police19 (or to outright prohibit) and regulate, 
unlike rituals and scholarly approaches to practicing Buddhism.  
 
THESIS STRUCTURE 
The preceding sections situated this thesis’ research problem in contemporary concerns of 
sociology of religion. The rest of the thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 will lay out the 
methodological premises for this thesis, elaborating on the justifications behind the methods 
employed and epistemological considerations. It also contributes to discussions of how scholars 
of religion find ethnography useful to generate in-depth data for social theorizing. Chapter 3 
provides a historical understanding of Thai Buddhism—its various reforms—and contextualizes 
the tradition of Luang Por Teean’s meditation technique selected for this thesis as a window into 
understanding Thai Buddhism as lived and experienced. Chapter 4 unpacks the practice of 
meditation, paying attention to the logic and body pedagogics practitioners learn to internalize 
while producing a “meditators’ habitus” in the process. Recognizing that meditation practice is 
more than just a solitary and asocial activity, Chapter 5 explores how group dynamics facilitates 
                                                          
19 In the past, meditation practice requires a teacher to initiate a student through rituals followed by specific 
instruction tailored for his or her personality. But the movements we see today in meditation practice are 
characterized by their easy access and standardization which means anyone can pick it up from sources such as 
internet or very short term courses. The implications of these will be elaborated in this thesis but I wish to make 
the point here that policing meditation practices today is increasingly difficult if not impossible due to the modes 
of disseminating instructions made accessible via internet technologies and other print sources.   
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the practice in a community constructed and maintained. The main bulk of the theoretical 
discussion is found in Chapter 6, which links up the thesis through the concepts of religious 
agency, power and social structure, and how it relates to the transformations Thai Buddhism is 
undergoing. It also explores how the perceived moral crisis drives the practice of meditation and 
its growth, empowering individuals in the process to make religion relevant for their 
soteriological ends and everyday life needs. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes with a discussion on 
the state of religious diversity characterising Thai Buddhism and re-examine what religion mean 
for the empowered individual in contemporary society. 





Methodological Considerations: Knowing How to Know20 
 
All field work done by a single field-worker invites the question, Why should we 
believe it? (Bosk 1979:193, cited in Maxwell 1992:279)   
 
Running the risk of oversimplifying the story, I reconstruct a conversation that captures the 
essence of a story as recorded in Chinese literary and philosophical texts, Chuang Tzu (Chinese 
name 莊子, an influential 4th century BC Chinese Daoist Philosopher) was walking with his 
buddy alongside a river filled with fishes streaming along the water flow, and he turned to his 
buddy conversing21: 
Chuang Tzu: Ah... look! How happy the fish is! 
Buddy: How do you know? You are not the fish! 
Chuang Tzu: How do you know I do not know? You are not me!  
 Chuang Tzu’s story of the “happy fish” aptly captures the dilemmas I face in doing 
sociological research, the epistemological questions I constantly struggle with. This story raises 
the epistemological question(s): how do I know what I know? This epistemological question 
inevitably leads to more questions over the rigour, reliability and validity of the methods 
employed in claiming to be doing social science work. What is the role of the researcher? How 
does the researcher position himself/herself in relation to the scholarly community and the 
                                                          
20 This title is inspired by Halstead, Narmala, Eric Hirsch and Judith Okely. (eds.) 2008. Knowing How to Know: 
fieldwork and the ethnographic present. New York: Berghahn Books.  
21 For more of Chuang Tzu and his philosophical ideas including the full commentary on this exchange of the 
“happy fish”, see Chuang Tzu. 2007. The Book of Chuang Tzu, translated by Martin Palmer and Elizabeth Breuilly. 
New York: Penguin. 
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“natives22”?  What are the justifications for the choice of methods to generate data and 
knowledge? And these epistemological concerns also lead one to important ontological questions 
for social sciences: What is the social reality that I can know of? How can I know it? More 
specifically in this study, what is this phenomenon of meditation practice in relation to Thai 
Buddhism in contemporary living? To get to an understanding and explanation of what is this 
social reality of meditation practice I am studying, it is then important to establish the ways of 
knowing this reality.   
 And for my research intentions, what would be an effective and meaningful approach for 
gaining knowledge of religious transformations and religious practitioners’ lived experiences and 
the meanings they attach to their action? I found a plausible response in ethnographic 
approaches. Ethnography is a complex tradition in social sciences with many branches of “sub-
traditions” insofar that there is still ongoing debate over how we should approach and practice it, 
not to mention the contestations over what it “is” (see Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Wolcott 
1999). The common characteristic of most definitions is the central role of the researcher as an 
instrument in generating data to produce social knowledge, an epistemological view that we can 
come to know by “being there”. Through the use of participant observation, in-depth interviews, 
historical archival analysis, ethnography allows the researcher to draw connections between 
individuals, meaning-making and cultural practices. These connections help the ethnographer to 
produce social knowledge through co-constructed narratives, interpretations and theories with 
                                                          
22 Selecting the right term to assign to the ethnographic “other” is itself a challenge. Terms such as “natives”, 
“informants”, “subjects”, “interviewees” and so on has been used in various texts. The decision has much to do 
with personal conviction in the power relations between the researcher and the people he studies. For my 
purposes, I shall limit myself to mainly using “native”, “informant” and “practitioner” (meditation practitioners) 
when referring to those whom I co-create knowledge through my data generation in the field. This cements my 
belief that as a researcher I am learning from and together with practitioners, and they are informants when it 
comes to their sharing with me their lived experiences and views.    
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practitioners. Ethnographers help to tell stories about these people—involving the interpretations 
of both ethnographers and those they interact with.   
Spickard and Landres (2002) observe a key methodological divide in the social-scientific 
study of religion; this divide pits the “generalizers” against the “particularizers (p. 1).” The 
“generalizers” are those who use mainly “quantitative” and statistical methods to collect data 
about overall patterns and trends of religious life. This is geared towards a desire to arrive at laws 
of social life very much like laws of physics in natural sciences. The “particularizers” are those 
who use mainly “qualitative” methods to generate data in an attempt to understand details of 
specific religions, or communities. It allows us to “explore what religion means to the 
individuals” interviewed, “how they make sense of it, and how they make sense of the world (p. 
2).” For Spickard and Landres, ethnographers are good examples of “particularizers.” 
Ethnography deals with particularities; i.e. it focuses on the local, contingent, small-scale events 
and phenomena (see Atkinson 2013). The generalizer-particularizer divide mirrors that of the 
positivist-interpretivist divide in social science research. The “generalizers” are the positivists in 
their belief that we should gather data we can observe and measure to test for hypothesis and 
confirming law-like regularities in social life. The “particularizers” are interpretivists in their 
goal to understand and explain the intentions and motivations behind individual social actors. 
They make sense of how their informants see the world by “being there” and “knowing the 
natives.” I do not reject the positivist claim that we can know reality and empirically verify it 
through our perceptions (of the five senses)—i.e. observation and measurement. The power 
relations I analyse are interpreted through the eyes of both myself as researcher and the 
practitioners in the community I study. The analysis and inferences in this thesis are but one of 
many possible interpretations of the role and impact of Thai Buddhism in society and for 
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individuals’ lives. I do not agree with a clear distinction between particularizers and generalizers. 
My own research has taught me that while I am observing and interpreting the specifics of a 
local context, I need to be aware of the general trends of social life to understand the 
idiosyncrasies observed and its wider implications for wider social patterns.   
Adopting the ethnographic approach also raises several issues. One of the key issues is 
the role of the ethnographer and their relationship with the people they study. To what extent is 
the ethnographer “really” portraying interpretations of the natives? Do the natives see themselves 
the same way the ethnographer describes and analyse them to be? All these questions point back 
to the epistemological concerns I raised earlier—how do (or can) ethnographers know what they 
know?—and the related ontological concern of whether this knowledge is reflective of a “true” 
reality. My response is that ethnographers can know social reality, but the knowledge produced 
will be one of many possible interpretations.   
In this chapter I will argue for the plausibility and desirability of “going native” in 
ethnographic research. This is an important tool for the researcher to produce meaningful social 
knowledge about the lived experience of actors23 who are living in a multifaceted social reality—
resistant against attempts to formulate law-like regularities or one standard model in explaining 
social action. While not all ethnographic research involves or entails “going native,”24—and not 
that it necessarily needs to—the ethnographic approach in this thesis demonstrates the usefulness 
and relevance of “going native” in generating data for social theorizing and analysis.  
                                                          
23 Not least by experiencing for himself/herself the practices informants engage in. I subscribe to Zygmunt 
Bauman’s conviction that the purpose of sociology would be to produce knowledge that takes on the characteristic 
of an ongoing conversation with lived experience of social actors. See Bauman, Zygmunt, Michael Hviid Jacobsen 
and Keith Tester. 2014. What Use is Sociology? Cambridge: Polity Press.  
24 Different ethnographic research designs have different combinations of focus on participant observation, 




RESEARCH MESSINESS AND REFLEXIVITY  
Method sections—concerned with techniques employed—would sometimes provide an objective 
account of their sampling, gaining access, ethical considerations, number of interviews, the 
chosen methodology (such as ethnography or participant observation or grounded theory 
approach etc.), the selection of interviewees and informants, the writing of field notes, the events 
one decides to cover (choosing to cover one means missing out on others25), the analysis of the 
data “post-fieldwork26,” the piecing together and conceptualizing of theories and models of 
explanations among others. More reflexive (and usually ethnographic) accounts would reflect on 
the struggles and dilemmas faced in the decisions made throughout the research. Such reflections 
have implications for shedding light on the nature of knowledge produced; the social reality in 
question is not one waiting for the researcher to discover but is co-constructed in the research 
process through the decisions made in the field. My methodological section aims to articulate the 
justifications behind the research methods employed.   
 As will be shown in the rest of this chapter, my entire research process and the methods I 
used were guided by a combination of serendipity, divergent theoretical directions and 
reformulations, and my own prior knowledge of the field and topic. Heeding calls for more 
reflexivity in research practice and writing (see Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992; Day 2012 among 
others), a reflexive methodology involves an honest discussion of how various decisions were 
                                                          
25 In my research, one example was when I decided to join in my abbot’s talk with a group of visitors instead of 
attending a funeral service in the nearby village.  
26 I have learnt that fieldwork never really ends, especially if we consider data generation and being in the field to 
be just one part of the fieldwork period. The interpretation and recollection (or re-living) of the data generated in 
the field is “timeless.” 
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made throughout the research process; the influence of the researcher’s subjectivity on data 
generated which sheds light on the limitations and boundaries of my research.  
 Sociology, in its attempt to justify itself as a social science with the emphasis on science, 
favours a relationship between the researcher and researched to be one in which the former is 
“objective.” Researchers adopting this position are sometimes called “positivists,” who “give 
priority to phenomena that are directly observable, or that can be logically inferred from what is 
observable [and] any appeal to intangibles runs the risk of being dismissed as metaphysical 
speculation (Hammersley and Aktinson 2007:5).” What can be known—be it about person or 
context—is to be observed and analysed by a “value-neutral” researcher (cf. Weber) who should 
strive to separate his or her own values in understanding and explaining the social phenomenon 
in question. For this reason, “positivists” may be sceptical of researchers risking “going native” 
which would put into question the “objectivity” of the data collector, the data collection and data 
analysis. In contrast, an “interpretivist” approach accepts that to understand people’s behaviour, 
one has to employ an approach that would grant access to the subjective meanings guiding social 
action. Such an approach would undermine attempts to develop law-like regularities governing 
social conduct. It also acknowledges, and values, the “subjectivity” of both the researched and 
the researcher in their interpretations and sense-making of the social world.  
It is this latter approach I adopt. This reflexive approach complements my argument that 
“going native” —both possible and desirable—is a valid means of generating research data that 
can be useful and relevant for social scientific analysis insofar that the entire process is carried 
out with a high level of awareness and reflexivity27. Much of this reflexivity as I will 
demonstrate later, was manifested in the day-to-day process of recording my thoughts, emotions, 
                                                          
27 I acknowledge and discuss criticisms directed at this position later in this chapter.  
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lived bodily experiences both during interviews and during my participation observation in 
everyday practices (see Engelsurd 2005). It was also present in the dilemmas faced when making 
decisions on how I shall proceed in the research, especially so when taking into account the 
seduction of abandoning the research agenda28 and researcher identity as I grew to feel more and 
more “at home”. This last point reflects a view that it is the researcher’s responsibility to bridge 
the native and scholarly community; entering the former so as to understand it and explain it to 
the latter.   
 
DECIDING ON ETHNOGRAPHY 
The decision to conduct ethnographic research was partially intuitive when I settled on the topic 
of religion. While studies of religion using survey methods29 allow one to identify the trends and 
patterns of religious participation which one could then generalize to larger populations, I was 
more interested in interpreting how religious practitioners lived their experiences, and the logic 
that guided their choices and meanings which they attach to their social world. It may be that 
ethnographic work in studies of religion appears to have more affinity with anthropological 
work. However, the value of ethnography as a means of getting in touch with the social world 
has been increasingly recognised by sociologists30, and specifically sociologists of religion in 
                                                          
28 Here I am reminded of Löic Wacquant’s similar struggle when he considered becoming a professional boxer and 
leave the academic field during his ethnographic study of Prizefighters (see Wacquant, Löic. 2004. Body & Soul: 
Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer. New York: Oxford University Press.) 
29 Means (1970) highlighted the basic method in the sociology of religion has been survey research (p. 180). I do 
not attempt to discredit the use of surveys and statistics in studying religions, insofar that I recognize their 
relevance for certain research intentions such as establishing patterns and generalizing it to populations, but not 
so useful for my purpose of making sense of religion as lived through practices. Elsewhere, Smith (2008) 
highlighted the contributions of statistically oriented scholars in sociology of religion (p. 1562).    
30 More well-known sociological works which feature ethnographies include William Foot Whyte’s ([1943] 1993) 
Street Corner Society, Jaber F. Gubrium’s ([1975] 1997) Living and Dying at Murray Manor, Lӧic Wacquant’s (2004) 
Body and Soul, and Paul Willis’s ([1977] 2011) Learning to Labour among others.   
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their work (see Puddephatt, Shaffir and Kleinknecht 2009; Spickard, Landres and McGuire 2002; 
Brunt 1999). Hammersley and Aktinson (2007) traced the tradition of ethnographic-like research 
methods in sociology to the twentieth century, taking off from the 1960s after methods made 
popular by University of Chicago, often under the label of “case studies.” Having read Löic 
Wacquant’s (2004) opus magnum Body and Soul, I was attracted to the promise of ethnography 
in getting into the thick of the action to observe and interpret the complexities of social reality, 
grounded in the view of the lived experiences of practitioners. A central tenet of my 
methodology is in recognizing the bodies of both researcher and the practitioners as important 
sources of knowledge, providing “greater insight into religion as it is lived (Nabhan-Warren 
201131, p. 378).” Further, he stresses the relevance of the body and ethnography for studies of 
religion: 
Since much of religion is practiced and embodied, ethnography that turns to the 
body as an epistemological site makes sense. (P. 383) 
 Similarly, Smith (2008) in his article Future Directions in the Sociology of Religion, 
identified the study of bodies (both the researcher’s and the practitioners’) as an area sociologists 
of religion should pay more attention to.  
Religion is very much about the body, its comportment, treatment and enactments. 
One cannot adequately understand religious conversion, meanings, rituals, 
disciplines or communities without attending closely to the handling and 
behaviours of bodies. (P. 1565) 
                                                          
31 While Nabhan-Warren was making her case for the acknowledgement of an embodied ethnography for religious 
studies, I am convinced that this approach is relevant for both sociology and anthropology as well, insofar that the 
goal is to theorize aspects of social life.  
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 The use of my body32 to gain access in acquiring the same type of knowledge and 
experience as the meditation practitioners I am studying was important for understanding the 
lingo my informants shared with me during interviews and interactions. In short, instead of 
relying solely on the interpretations of informants’ experiences, it was useful for me to gain 
direct bodily experience and verify their interpretations as a form of triangulation (see Engelsrud 
(2005) for an in-depth analysis of how the body grants one access to the acquisition of 
knowledge and how the researcher can utilise information from their own body to interpret the 
data generated).   
 
ETHNOGRAPHY: THEORY THROUGH METHODOLOGY  
Producing ethnography that pays attention to the reflexivity of the ethnographer may run the risk 
of one being criticized for being too narcissistic, often associated negatively with “auto-
ethnography” work. Ethnography can be biographical. It often relies on experiential and 
embodied knowledge (which may entail thick descriptions of bodily experience of both the 
researcher and participants) to investigate the (re)production of social life and shared meanings 
between actors. Embodied knowledge recognizes the central role of the researcher’s body—in 
performing actions and in its capacity for sensory experiences and observations—in producing 
knowledge about the social phenomena of interest (see Ellingson 2008, p. 245). Experiential 
knowledge becomes possible through the researcher’s direct empathetic participation in the 
social life or shared activities among members of a community, and often involves the 
researcher’s reflection on this experience. Through such participation, observation and reflection, 
                                                          
32 Studying the practice of meditation involves paying a lot of attention to the body and its sensory experiences as 
much as paying attention to thoughts and emotions, or as the practitioners term it: developing awareness of body 
and mind.  
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the researcher is able to gain an understanding of the meanings attributed to the experience 
shared by the people he is studying (see Berg 2008, p. 322). Paul Stoller (1997) also 
demonstrated the relevance of paying attention to non-visual sensory experiences of both the 
ethnographer and “natives” bodies in accessing embodied knowledge and the possibilities of 
reflecting this awareness in experimental modes of writing that use a variety of literary and 
descriptive styles to better convey how meanings are (re)produced and lived.      
 Puddephatt and his colleagues (2009) put together a volume in which contributors 
reflected upon their ethnographic research work with a focus on how they made decisions related 
to conceptualizing and theorizing. The attempt was made to understand the rather messy process 
in which ethnographers usually had to go through, contrary to the smooth accounts they provide 
in most methodology sections. They believed that this is important in shedding light on how 
major concepts and theories were developed from the data generated. This thesis is inspired by 
this attempt.    
 Drawing upon Abend (2008)’s work in differentiating the seven “meanings” the term 
“theory” has been used in sociology practice, the editors assert the important contributions of 
ethnography to theory (as there are various types). Puddephatt and his co-editors adopt the view 
that “[...] theory cannot be monopolized by certain types of sociologists at the expense of others; 
theory lies at the core of all wings of sociology, qualitative field research being no exception 
(Puddephatt et al. 2009, p. 14).” This is an answer to much criticism, especially from quantitative 
researchers, specifically that of a positivist approach, that ethnographers often offer only 
descriptive details of insider meanings of a particular social phenomenon, and not theorizing 
enough insofar theorizing is understood as developing general propositions or logically 
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connected set of axioms (Abend’s first and second type of meaning of theory) that allows one to 
make general and universalized “theoretical statements”.  
 For my purpose, my ethnographic work fits at least three types of meanings of the term 
theory in Abend’s list as a response to the positivist assumptions that there is only one type and 
meaning of theory/theorizing. Theory, in this thesis, is used for the purpose and to mean (1) an 
explanation of some event or phenomenon, (2) a hermeneutical interpretation or “reading” of 
some social phenomena and (3) an attempt to solve some specific problem germane to the field 
of sociology. For the third purpose, an example of a specific problem germane to the field of 
sociology would be the structure-agency debate. Engaging with this debate allows this thesis to 
demonstrate the complexities of projects targeted at democratizing religious practices and 
processes of legitimation. Positivists would presumably favour the structural explanation, 
looking at general trends and interactions between institutions to explain human behaviour as 
governed by law-like regularities. Interpretivists, on the other hand, give more weight to the 
individual agency of social actors, and are more inclined to study the micro-level interactions 
between individuals as social actors to understand the meanings guiding their action. But as we 
will come to see, there is both structure and agency at work, and resolving this debate in sole 
favour of either will only give an incomplete picture of social life as experienced. Actors can 
choose, but the options available are necessarily shaped and limited by existing social structures 
through the workings of the socioeconomic stratification system, social networks, norms and 
expectations.     
 Sanders (2009) highlighted three “routes” by which researchers begin ethnographic 
studies. The first is to first establish a theoretical concern (often prior to the fieldwork period), 
the second is through an already familiar setting or group in which the researcher is involved in 
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his or her “private life”, the third is through simple chance, a serendipitous encounter of sorts (p. 
63). Some ethnographers (see Richardson 2009) have highlighted the importance and relevance 
of serendipity as a “major source of innovation and creativity in science (p. 314).”   
 Reflecting upon my work, specifically on the choice of the field site and topic of interest, 
it is more accurate to see that it was guided by all three routes which Sanders proposed. I 
consider myself a Buddhist for much of my life, and have gained some basic knowledge and 
understanding about Buddhism in general. This prior knowledge helped me in adapting to the 
field; I relied much on this knowledge to navigate the forms of Thai Buddhism I encountered in 
the field. My previous work also dealt with Buddhist ethics and environmentalism albeit with a 
focus on Singapore. Thai Theravada Buddhism is hence not completely alien to me, as with 
meditation practices of the Vipassana tradition. I learnt Vipassana meditation practice in 
Singapore for a short period of time when I was in my early 20s. This training also helped in 
learning and understanding the type of meditation practiced in the community I studied. 
 
THE FIELD SITE 
My field site is situated in one of the rural provinces of Northeast Thailand—an area well known 
for meditation masters and wandering forest monks. I made visits to three monasteries in this 
area established by the same monk. Two of these monasteries are forest monasteries and one is a 
city monastery33. The founding monk passed on the abbotship of all three monasteries to two 
younger disciples; he considers himself “retired” from the administrative duties but continues to 
                                                          
33 Only the city monastery branch has an ubosot (ordination hall) and organizes more rituals than the other two 




move around all three monasteries to allow different groups of devotees and practitioners the 
chance to visit him. The abbot I interviewed and gained permission from to conduct this research 
is in charge of the two forest monasteries. My study focused on the main forest monastery, which 
was the main meditation centre and bigger in land area with a larger capacity to host both lay and 
monastic visitors. The data in this thesis were generated from my interactions with the 
community from all three monasteries, with a focus on the forest monasteries. The monasteries 
in this study follow Luang Por Teean’s meditation tradition, i.e. the dynamic or movement 
meditation practice involving 14 hand movements to increase awareness and develop insights 
into the nature of all phenomena.  
In his research on new age groups and their practices, Heelas (1996) between 
distinguishes three levels of commitment. They are fully engaged (organizers, service providers), 
serious part-timers (practices compartmentalized as part of their life) and casual part-timers (the 
consumers). Similarly, the practitioners I study can be categorized into these three levels of 
commitment, the fully engaged practitioners are those who stay at the monastery almost on a 
fulltime basis to become helpers to the monastics and also the monastics themselves who devote 
their life to meditation and the practices facilitating it. The serious part-timers are those who go 
to the monastery regularly for retreats, they also incorporate meditation practice outside of the 
monastery into their normal everyday life routine as professionals in society. Many of the 
practitioners who fall into this group are young or middle-age professionals such as teachers, 
businessmen, civil servants, and academics. The casual part timers are those who adopt a tourist-
like or consumerist attitude to meditation practice, taking it up only when they need a break from 
work and normal life, or when they need to escape from their worldly problems for a short while, 
they may also be just trying out meditation practice for fun, or out of curiosity and do not 
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incorporate it into their daily routine outside the monastery. I met an actress from China who was 
not shy to acknowledge herself as a “spiritual tourist.” Some of the practitioners in this group try 
out meditation as a possible solution to their medical and/or mental conditions such as cancer 
and depression. There are also those who need a temporary escape from some life crisises such 
as loss of a job, marital or relationship problems. They may also be practitioners who visit the 
monastery for the merit making activities or other rituals and happen to be asked to practice 
meditation. Nearby villagers belong to this group of practitioners who go for merit-making 
regularly. Practitioners can change their “levels” of commitment. The higher levels of 
commitment reflect internalization of the meditator’s habitus and dispositions which manifests in 
their behaviour and attitude to life (more on this in later chapters). During my field work, I 
observed many practitioners changing from being a serious part-timer to becoming a fully 
engaged practitioner34.  
The selection of the field site was a serendipitous one. It started off with my initial 
interest in locating a forest monastery to study and survey the state of Buddhist 
environmentalism in Thailand, having read Darlington’s (1998; 2012) works on tree ordinations 
and Kamala Tiyavanich’s (1997) work on forest monks. It intrigued me that forest monks abide 
by such strict ascetic practices but still had such an impact on reforms throughout Thai history, 
with much of society looking up to them as the guardians of Buddhist morality and purity. 
Indeed, they are seen as enigmas insofar that they invoke both awe and scepticism among lay 
                                                          
34 There were also a few fully engaged monastic practitioners who moved in the other direction to become serious 
part-timers, citing their conviction that lay life can help their practice better since there will be more challenges 
than the protected environment of a monastic life. Some do so simply because they want to experience worldly 
pleasures or fulfil worldly responsibilities, all the while knowing they can always re-enter the order later in their 
life.    
39 
 
Buddhists and Sangha alike. One of my respondents shared with me his view about forests 
monks. This was a view he held prior to his ordination35.  
My idea of Buddhist monks were at that time of monks wandering around in forest 
sitting quietly in solitude. I think they have a lot of courage to do that because the 
forests are very dangerous, and they do it to know themselves, to find the truth. But 
at the same time, I also always told my friends that they are running away from 
reality, what good is there to just sit in the forests when there are so many 
problems in the world?   
 The entire fieldwork was split into at least three distinct phases. The first phase included 
a visit to establish contact with the abbot and to seek permission for research to be conducted at 
his monastery. This short trip36 ended up with a change in the original research topic of interest 
to the current one. I was also able to establish rapport and relations with a few laymen and 
monks alike that proved to be invaluable for my second phase. This second phase of the 
fieldwork generated the core of my data. It included an immersion in the field when I stayed at 
the monastery 24/7 for a sustained period of time37. My third phase of fieldwork was triggered 
by both my desire to visit my friends at the monastery. I also wanted to make use of the 
opportunity to fill up “gaps” in my data after I had time to analyse them in-depth during the 
break in between the second and third phases. This third phase lasted for a month. Apart from 
my immersion at the main field site, I visited a few other meditation centres in the urban areas38. 
While my data generation followed the conventional structure of in-depth interviews, I relied 
heavily on the day to day interactions with the people I met, the details of which were recorded 
                                                          
35 This was also a view I held before my fieldwork. 
36 Three Days 
37 10 Weeks 
38 There are urban centres that teach Luang Por Teean’s method of meditation and many practitioners certainly 
return to lay life and practice away from the monastery. However, focusing on the singularity of a monastery 
allows me to understand and explain how the meditators’ habitus is learnt and internalized. 
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regularly on a daily basis. These “small talk39” were precious data generation strategies to tease 
out tantalizing gossips and in establishing long term trust between my informants and me for 
them to share their personal stories. Much of the data generation also comes from the research 
work and direction my contacts pointed me to, both in and outside of the monastery. In the 
latter’s case, I was able to get valuable information on relevant existing literature through talking 
to my contacts’ friends when I left the monastery.   
 Having gained the contact details of a forest monastery from my Thai Professor in 
Singapore, I made plans to do a preliminary field visit to survey the feasibility of the topic and to 
build some rapport first. This first trip helped me to establish a good relationship with the abbot, 
who became the main supporter and sponsor (administratively) for my research work throughout.  
 When I arrived at the field site, I was struck by the large number of people at the 
monastery. What was most intriguing was when I was told and shown the rows of cars parked in 
the monastery that had number plates reflecting their city origins; many coming from Bangkok. I 
was also surprised to learn that many foreigners have visited the monastery to practice 
meditation. Some of these foreigners have settled down as ordained monks while others continue 
to make regular visits. In my conversation with the abbot in this first trip, he told me that he was 
no longer as active in environmental activist work as he used to be. This gave me the push I 
needed to refocus my research topic. I had already thought about changing it when I arrived on 
the first day, though that was more related to abandoning the idea of conducting research in a 
foreign land as I was feeling out of place.  
                                                          
39 The small talk I use as data in this thesis relates to matters about meditation, living in the monastery including 
everyday politics, teacher-student relations, and Thai Buddhism in general. Monks were also involved in such small 
talk (see Chapter 5) but I exclude non-relevant topics not remotely related to Buddhism and meditation.  
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 The abbot gave me permission to “stay as long as I like” for my research work and I duly 
informed him I will most likely be studying about the meditation practice that caught my 
attention. My initial puzzle was with the sight of city people who would travel so far out of the 
comfort of their homes to this forest monastery. My own previous experiences with meditation 
practice made me wonder why people will put their body through so much discomfort. I wanted 
to understand their motivations and the wider sociological implications of such decisions.  
 Even my research permission clearance had a hint of serendipity. To obtain permission to 
conduct research in Thailand as a foreign researcher, I had to apply to the National Research 
Council of Thailand (NRCT). The swift response I received from the office surprised me. When 
I went to collect my researcher ID card from the NRCT office, the officer in charge of my 
application turned out to be a meditation practitioner and Buddhist who admires the abbot of the 
monastery I was studying. That explains the ease of clearing the application. NRCT was 
sufficiently satisfied that my research will not pose any harm to my research informants. I had to 
also show proof of having cleared the Department Ethics Review Committee (part of the 
Institutional Review Board Process) from my own university and this was also completed 
without much trouble. Prior to the NRCT application, permission from the abbot was obtained 
with much generosity and kindness.  
 For a “non-native” Thai speaker, as Newell (2008) has so aptly highlighted, the challenge 
comes not only in the day to day interactions I have with my informants, but also in the 
engagement with Thai and English literature on my topic. The practical decision was taken to 
focus on generating data through my direct experience and interactions with my informants. I 
simply did not have the expertise and luxury of time to explore the vast but un-translated Thai 
literature on this topic. My reliance on the English based literature on this topic proved to be 
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more than sufficient in giving me in-depth understanding of the historical and ongoing 
developments in Thai Theravada Buddhism in relation to a myriad of other topics in Thai 
politics, culture and so on.  
 Everyone I met at the monastery and spoke to would ask me a set of questions that soon 
became a recognizable routine. It usually started off with a surprise that I was not Thai40, often 
confirmed when hearing me speak Thai41, or sometimes when hearing me speak in other 
languages such as Chinese. The interaction then carries on with questions of my nationality, 
accompanied shortly by how I came to know the place. It then goes into more details of how 
long I have been staying and how long I plan to stay. It may then lead to questions about how my 
practice has been progressing, my thoughts about it and so on. Usually, when they start 
questioning why I was there or how I came to know the place, I would reveal my research 
intentions. Some will get interested and ask me for details, most would just ignore it and get on 
with questions about my meditation practice.  
 More often than not, for those whom I interacted with for sustained periods of time and 
regularly, my researcher’s role often took a back seat. It became “invisible”—at least for them, 
as I was still highly aware of my dual role. Individuals were much more interested in my 
meditation progress, and would remark how they are inspired by my commitment and the results 
I seem to have obtained. When I approached the people I wanted to interview, all of them agreed, 
                                                          
40 For the interested reader, this is because I look Thai, and indeed what my friends call a “southeast Asian” look 
given my skin tone and colour which has served me well in blending to most Southeast Asian countries I visited 
thus far.  
41 While I may not be fluent in Thai for academic writing and reading, many practitioners have commented they 
were surprised at how much Thai I spoke. Indeed, I usually took every opportunity in the field to speak Thai and 
this helped ease myself into the community. In the course of my fieldwork, I was able to hold Thai conversations 
with many practitioners. When relying on small-talk with practitioners as a valid source of data generation, many 
of the conversations were held in Thai and I translated them into English, sometimes with the help of a local who 
was competent in Thai and English.  
43 
 
although some were initially uncomfortable in that they felt they were not experts in Buddhism 
to give their views. After I assured them that I was trying to understand their own experience 
with the meditation practice, they obliged. When I conducted in-depth interviews, I would seek 
permission to have it recorded, all agreed except for one informant who did not feel comfortable 
with a digital voice recorder around. For this interview, I switched to jotting down notes, 
committing much of what I heard to memory before making a detailed field note entry later. 
None of them had a problem with me using the information they were giving me for research 
purposes. It was not uncommon for them to joke that “go ahead and use it, no one will know me 
there (Singapore) anyways.” 
 
EXPERIENCING FIELDWORK THROUGH A REFLEXIVE SELF 
Fieldwork experience is at the core of any ethnographic attempt. My time spent in the field, i.e. 
the chosen site of study, is filled with laughter, joy, serendipitous encounters, disappointments 
and plenty of impromptu decisions. The entire journey starting from the conception of the initial 
research proposal to the first contact with key informants and gatekeepers, through the countless 
reworking of research directions, ecstatic moments of realizations and the painful separation 
when leaving the field, are important points for reflection on the process of knowledge 
production and its implications for the validity of the research findings.  
 I follow Charmaz (2008) in viewing social reality as “multiple, processual, and 
constructed (p. 469).” Such a view suggests that knowledge produced through research is not  
[...] as positivism suggests, the objective, universal and value-neutral product of 
the “disinterested” researcher. Rather, it is subjective, context bound, normative 
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and, in an important sense, always political. (Carr & Kemmis 1986, p. 73, cited in 
Green 2003, P. 144)  
 Consequently, the researcher’s position is an important part of the research reality. 
Moving away from the view that one has to be a value-free neutral observer in doing social 
research, I align myself with scholars who advocates for researchers’ reflexivity in seeing how 
their actions and position can have an influence on the interpretations of the social reality in 
question.  
 Critics may suggest the emphasis placed on the researcher’s biography is an unnecessary 
distraction reeking of narcissism or self-indulgence42. I beg to differ, following Heilman (2009), 
“... ethnography, in which the instrument of observation is a person with a set of values, feelings, 
personal history, prejudices and the like, can never be completely freed from all those elements 
(p. 208),” it is important to let the reader know more about the researcher’s background, so that 
they can better understand the instrument through which they will be observing. As Richardson 
(2000) suggests, “the ethnographic life is not separable from the (ethnographer’s) self43 (p. 
253).” Pals’ (2006) reading of Evans-Pritchard echoes an acknowledgement of the scholar who is 
also a believer, suggesting that 
the scholar without any personal religious commitment is unlikely to succeed in it. 
Scholars who reject all religion will inevitably be looking for some explanation 
that reduces it, some theory—biological, social, or psychological—that will 
explain it away. The believer, on the other hand, is a person much more likely to 
see religion—including other people’s religions—from the inside to try to explain 
it on terms that are its own (P. 253).  
 During my fieldwork, I realized I was often drawing upon my previous experiences and 
knowledge as a Buddhist to make sense of the practices and beliefs as much as I was also 
                                                          
42 I remain skeptical as to how it is possible to judge if and when a researcher is becoming self-indulgent.   
43 See also Coffey’s (1999) book The Ethnographic Self: Fieldwork and the Representation of Identity, where she 
address in more detail the relationship between the self and fieldwork, paying attention to how the self can impact 
on the research process and vice versa.  
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acquiring and learning new logic of the practices. In line with my focus on practices and what 
people do, rather than to focus only on what people say they do, I was able to experience for 
myself the practices as they do. I recall an early interview with the abbot when I was asking him 
questions about the type of problems meditation practitioners face and how the teaching and 
learning takes place. At one point he said: “you should try it for yourself, and then you will 
know! Direct experience (*laughs*)!” I took his advice. By participating in the practice as 
compared to merely observing them, I was able to interpret the religion on its own terms, and 
avoid the potential reductionist explanations Pals and Evans-Pritchard warned against.    
 
GENERATING DATA 
Instead of “collecting” data which implies an assumption of a fixed reality out there waiting for 
the researcher to discover, I “generated” data through a combination of interactions such as small 
talk, observations, recording (in field notes or interview recordings), analysis of texts and 
documents, and taking photographs. This approach is aligned with my view of multiple social 
realities as (co-)constructed and interpreted by actors; always in constant flux. The researcher is 
an important part of this process to access  and interpret the meanings attached to actors’ 
practices, of which “going native” is a valid and significant research tool for gaining deeper 
insight into actors’ mode of thinking and accounting practices. Fieldwork is mediated by the 
particularities of the researcher’s biography and identity.  
 In order to make sense of the interview data, ethnography enables the researcher to gain 
insight into the norms and “insider language” to craft relevant questions of which the researcher 
is also able to accurately understand and interpret given his or her competence as an “insider”. 
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For my purposes I employed ethnographic interviewing techniques44 when I was fortunate 
enough to get informants who were willing and able to grant me their valuable and limited time. 
Following Green (2003),  
The ethnographic interview design tends to compromise ‘consistency by 
privileging the areas interviewees find most interesting, allowing them to be 
pursued in greater depth and in the order in which the interviewee guides the 
discussion. (P. 138) 
 Most of the interviews I conducted lasted an hour or more. I allowed informants to 
change the direction of the interview, adapting my questions to the emerging knowledge they 
were sharing with me, and encouraging them to share with me the stories that matter to them in 
making sense of why and how they have come to practice meditation. In addition, I did ask a 
series of more semi-structured questions pertaining to views and attitudes towards the ongoing 
transformations of Buddhism in Thailand and in general.   
 While interviews are no doubt an important tool in capturing participants’ narratives and 
perhaps also in giving voice to them, “over reliance” (as with excessive lifting of quotes from 
interviews without contextualizing them) on it to the extent that the entire research design uses 
only interview transcripts as a source for data has also been questioned (see Becker and Geer 
1957; Scheurich 1995 among others). One of the critiques of using interview data without the 
researcher conducting some form of participant observation is the debatable inferences made 
from a particular interview to contexts beyond that of the interview (for more detailed 
discussion, see Hammersley 2006). Thus, I complemented the interviews with field notes that 
recorded my daily conversations with informants.  
                                                          
44 I followed some of Spradley’s (1979) ethnographic interviewing techniques; using a mixture of descriptive, 
structural and contrast questions to build upon informants’ answers during the interview so as to generate a flow 
that allowed their lived experiences to emerge using their own terms and concepts.   
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Concerning the validity of the data generated from various sources, the term 
“triangulation” proposed by Denzin ([1970] 2009) comes to mind. Denzin introduced the idea of 
triangulation as a strategy to counteract potential subjective bias from the interviewers or from 
the data source themselves. It is suggested that we should use different sources of data, at 
different times, place and with different persons, or to employ various methods to ensure the 
validity of the data generated. Transposed into ethnographic field research, Hammersley and 
Atkinson (1983) argued that “data-source triangulation involves the comparison of data relating 
to the same phenomenon but deriving from different phases of fieldwork, different points of 
respondent validation, the accounts of different participants (including the ethnographer) 
involved in the setting (p. 198, cited in Flick 1992:177).” In addition, they proposed “technique 
triangulation” to the extent the researcher employs different a variety of techniques in different 
contexts to generate data about the same phenomenon. For my research, (ethnographic) 
interviews remain an important source but take a back seat in light of my extensive use of small 
talk, and observations as a “native”, these latter tools providing me with contextualized and 
embodied knowledge to make sense of the practices and experiences associated with meditation 
practice. Often, the small talks which involved daily conversations with practitioners over 
sustained periods of time generated much insights and knowledge about their social life, thoughts 
while progressing in their meditation practice, jokes and gossips. All these insights provided the 
pieces to a bigger jigsaw of their social reality and experiences.  
 Ethnographers have sometimes used the term “daybook45” to refer to the notebooks they 
keep in the field. Richardson (2009) highlighted that she would record in her daybook (1) her 
observations from seeing and hearing, (2) her feelings and emotions, (3) and her thoughts and 
                                                          
45 Also known as field journals.  
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ideas generated by both observations and self-reflections (p. 314). Like Richardson, I also 
extensively use fieldnotes as a central source of data analysis. These notes were generated on a 
daily basis entailing the entire range of raw thoughts, analytic reflections, observations, 
recordings of interesting conversations, detailed small talks and so on. Two other concepts or 
labels that resonate with me are “headnotes” and “heartnotes”—which make up the “daybook” 
described above—adopted and developed by Kitiarsa (2014:16-18). “Headnotes” is a concept 
developed by Ottenberg (1990) to describe the mental note-taking during the course of data 
generation which may then be converted into fieldnotes or are simply stored as memory of the 
field experience and extracted for later use. This means that sometimes ethnographers may 
include in their write-up narratives which they may not find in their standard fieldnotes but are 
confident what they include based on memory is correct and not fantasy. I found myself having 
to mentally take notes when it was just not possible to jot them down on the spot (especially 
when I was an ordained monk) and sometimes forgetting to include them when I hastily attempt 
to note down all that happened in the day, sometimes two. Many times, I would supplement the 
day’s fieldnotes when events during other days, sometimes many days later, trigger my memory. 
Other times, these memories are only triggered in the process of writing ethnography when I 
have left the field and face the daunting task of going through all my data. Kitiarsa also described 
how he relied on “heartnotes” as well. But he was quite unclear on what he meant by this. I take 
it to mean—through my own experiences—that the relationship between the head and the heart 
is almost inseparable for the type of ethnography which he is engaged in and which I would 
subscribe to as well. It is one in which the emotions, values and empathy of the ethnography is 
involved in understanding and interpreting the lived experiences in the field that mediates what 
becomes “headnotes.” As I begin to know each of my informants personally, they became not 
49 
 
just my informants but my friends as well. What was clear was that “heartnotes” are made 
possible only through time when the ethnographer has nurtured close social relationships with 
the people he is trying to understand. But how do we gain access and trust into the social circle 
so that we can begin nurturing close relationships? We next turn our attention to the importance 
of key informants.  
 
KEY INFORMANTS  
The selection of informants was based on snowballing techniques such that interviewed 
informants would make suggestions as to whom they think would be useful for me to interview. 
Such a sampling procedure is in line with my constructivist view of knowledge production 
through interview interactions; both the researcher and informants co-creating knowledge of 
themselves and their practice. Often, these interviews involved my own sharing with informants 
of my stories and thoughts. I found this useful not only in establishing rapport and trust but also 
in prompting sharing of their stories in the framework of what I just shared, meaning that my 
sharing became a kind of guided question itself.  
 While I would have wanted to conduct in-depth interviews with all my informants, this 
was simply limited by practical considerations such as the limited time many of my informants 
had when they were up in the monastery. Many of them were in the monastery to focus on their 
meditation, hence the unsurprising reluctance to devote blocks of time for lengthy interviews. In 
addition, the formal nature of the interview gradually made me realize I much preferred the more 
trusting relationship established through sustained day-to-day interactions of which generated 
50 
 
unfolding personal stories, and my informants were also more willing to share their opinions 
frankly when they are not bothered by an intimidating voice recorder between us.  
 Much has been said about the importance of finding key informants in the field as 
persons who would provide access for the researcher into the community. They are also 
important in pointing the researcher to the right persons to interview and talk to for specific 
inquiries, thus saving valuable time in generating relevant data. I found all these useful and had a 
few key informants throughout the research process. I also realized that key informants were not 
necessarily “key” all the time; they tend to be “key” at different phases of the research. If we 
limit the criteria of “key” to that of persons who would provide us with the necessary contacts 
and/or point you to relevant directions in the research progress, I had many of such key 
informants, each catering to my different needs at various points in my research process.  
 As Burgess (2005) pointed out, “field research involves the researcher in a relationship 
with those who are studied; it is a social process in which the researcher plays a major part (pp. 
28-29).” I became friends with many of my informants and still keep in close contact. This 
relationship proves to be all the more valuable for subsequent trips back to the field.  
 
EMIC AND ETIC: “GOING NATIVE”  
The issue of “emic” (insider) and “etic” (outsider) perspectives raises the question of how the 
researcher can re-present the people they study in writing46. Moreover, there is the question of 
                                                          
46 A related concern here is also whether natives want to be represented at all, or if they need a researcher to do 
so. Insofar that a researcher may be interested in representing or relating the natives’ experiences for 
consumption by the public or academic community, s/he will have to consider how to avoid misrepresenting 
51 
 
whether the researcher can truly gain an “emic” perspective without such claims being rejected 
by natives who are increasingly capable of having access and reading what and how 
ethnographers write about them. Many ethnographers adopt an “emic” perspective—interpreting 
and representing the natives using the natives’ own culturally-based concepts—and avoid 
imposing concepts and codes that does not resonate with the lived cultural experience. The “etic” 
perspective and interpretations are based on carefully defined and operationalized concepts 
derived from a common social science language—especially if the knowledge and concepts 
produced are to be used for comparative work. I argue that it is not possible to separate so clearly 
and that it may be necessary to adopt both perspectives in different phases of the research and for 
different purposes. An emic position is adopted when one is attempting to understand and 
interpret the lived experiences under study, but in the process of representing this understanding 
in writing, it is sometimes necessary to translate the “natives’ concepts” using social scientific 
language. Insofar as I strive to understand the lived cultural experience of natives and their logic 
on their own terms, I also recognize that writing ethnography is partially for the purpose of 
producing knowledge to be consumed among academics, and for this reason, it is necessary to 
employ an “etic” perspective in writing ethnography.  
One of the key questions a researcher in the field face is the extent to which she should 
involve herself (or himself) in the lives and activities of the agents he is studying. As Sanders 
(2009) posited, “a good ethnography is a good story told by someone who has lived with the 
people and shared the experiences that are central to that story (p. 73).” 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
natives. We can also think of representing not in terms of speaking up or out for the natives but rather to simply 
re-present their practices and rationalizations as it was presented to researchers by the natives.  
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 Wacquant (2009) argues that the concept of habitus is also “a tool of investigation (p. 
137)47.” The researcher going into the field and acquiring the dispositions necessary to become a 
“native” is better able to penetrate the social production and assembly of the dispositions itself. 
The sociologist takes on an apprenticeship to better appreciate the logic involved in learning and 
acquiring the dispositions and understanding social action as lived experience. Wacquant went so 
far as to suggest that he went beyond participant observation, he inverted it and went into 
“observant participation.” For Wacquant, the researcher must uphold a methodological duty to be 
attentive to the agents he is studying and to take very seriously their point of view (p. 147). 
“Going native” may be a word with negative connotations for some social scientists, a caution 
many advisors will remind their students before going to the field. “Going native” may suggest 
that the researcher has given up his research objectives, is blinded by the “native’s” point of view 
such that they unquestionably and uncritically accept their standpoint and worldview. Wacquant, 
on the other hand, tells us to “go native, but go native armed (p. 145).” Such a position entails 
the researcher to be equipped with theoretical and methodological tools, constantly reminded of 
his (or her) research intentions and most importantly, to retain a high level of reflexivity.  
In many conversations with people in the field, I was asked “are you a Buddhist?” I 
learned to reply yes almost intuitively. There is no one universal type of Buddhist and when one 
identifies himself/herself as one, it is uncertain what the person who asked this question assumes 
of this identity marker. But I learnt that simply saying yes eased my interactions with the 
practitioners there. At the very least, I convinced myself that I could consider myself a Buddhist 
based on my acceptance and knowledge of basic Buddhist rules and practices (itself highly 
                                                          
47 The concept of habitus is for Bourdieu (cited in Jenkins 2002) “a thinking tool, visible through the results they 
yield, [and is a] temporary construct which takes shape for and by empirical work (p. 67).” The concept of 
meditators’ habitus is developed and derived from the empirical data generated. I shall elaborate on how this 
concept of meditators’ habitus builds on but also deviate from Bourdieu’s use of the term in chapter 4.  
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debatable what these basics were and who decides so). Much of my Buddhist knowledge was 
gathered from books and a few dhamma talks I attended when I had the time and this was not 
frequent. Prior to this fieldwork, my experience as a Buddhist was the occasional visit to 
monasteries in a city, staying for no longer than an hour or two. Researching at a forest 
monastery which entailed immersion into life at the monastery and eventually the monastic life 
itself 24/7, I felt that I was learning how to become a Buddhist again, or more accurately I was 
becoming a certain kind of Buddhist—a meditation orientated one. According to the typology of 
practitioners discussed earlier, I started as a causal part-timer, to serious part-timer, to fully 
engaged, and back to serious part-timer. I had the basic cultural competence to settle into the 
field site but also alien to much of the logic in Thai Theravada tradition and their practices. Thai 
Theravada Buddhism is complex given it is intertwined with local customs and practices, and 
this took some familiarizing with. Being a Buddhist certainly helped in establishing rapport with 
my informants, building strong emotional ties and friendship along the way that opened up more 
doors to understanding their lived experiences. Heilman’s (2009) “feeling native” is probably an 
appropriate term for capturing what I experienced in the field. In short, I found myself in the best 
possible situation, one in which my biography granted me some basic knowledge of the field and 
my participants. On the other hand, curiosity as a foreigner about the tradition and place meant I 
had to learn their way of life in order to fully grasp the “shared meanings48” attached to 
meditation practice and their community.   
 Perhaps there are different degrees of “going native” which I see as a process of the 
researcher learning what, how and why the community under study do what they do. I am also 
                                                          
48 See Schutz (1967) and Berger and Luckmann (1966) for a fuller explication on the importance of shared 
meanings – mutual understanding and definition of particular social phenomena – constructed through everyday 
interactions which enable collective action and communication.   
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rather convinced that a fully “gone native” is but only a theoretical possibility insofar that there 
will be moments in which the ethnography questions the researcher’s role, the practices he is 
engaged in and the logic behind them. This is in addition to the necessity of “taking a step back” 
when in the writing process in which the questions aforementioned are bound to surface. 
Moreover, “natives” themselves may not fully accept the researcher as one of them. But this does 
not stop the researcher “feeling native” and I think this is an important distinction. When “feeling 
native,” the researcher possesses sufficient confidence in his/her cultural competence to 
understand the lived cultural experience and meanings attached to the natives’ social action. In 
short, I experienced “feeling native” as part of the “going native” process that helped me gain 
insight into the cultural logic and knowledge I was interested in representing through writing. As 
I will demonstrate in this thesis, this process of “going native” is closely related to the process of 
learning and acquiring the “meditators’ habitus.” And insofar that this habitus continues to be 
reproduced in my own everyday life outside of the fieldwork period, I continue to “feel native.” 
Perhaps the clear advantage of the “emic, going native” position is that the researcher is able to 
not only base his/her analysis on observations, but also on first-hand experiences of the practices 
under study. This allows an appreciation and first-order interpretations of the meanings behind 
what people do, addressing the limitations of having to rely on what people say they do.  
“Going native” may put the researcher at the risk of taking many of the daily activities for 
granted, thus missing out on opportunities for observation and reflection. But as Shaffir (1999) 
highlighted, even when people start to let their guard down and tend to forget the researcher’s 
initial intentions, the researcher knows only too well (p. 682). During my field work, I would 
ponder many times over whether my research was leading anywhere, and while I was deciding if 
I should ordain as a monk, one of the main struggle was in convincing myself that the research 
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can still go on even when I ordained (more on this in Chapter 5). This dilemma stuck with me 
throughout my ordination period till the end of the first fieldwork phase. The point here is that 
the researcher would do well to maintain self-awareness when he goes native, and this often 
comes in the form of internal doubts and struggle about the desire to continue the research and 
the desire to fully learn and become “one of them”. Eventually, I decided to be ordained so as to 
gain insights into my informants’ motivations and meanings behind the decision to enter and stay 
in monkhood among some of my informants (and how meditation practice facilitated their 
decision to enter, stay and/or leave the order). I also wanted to see for myself if there is in fact a 
difference between practicing as a monk or as a lay person and if so, what would explain this 
difference. I did not only gain more insights into these motivations and meanings but I was also 
able to gain access to the monks I lived with; the status change gave me an opportunity to 
interact with them in ways not available to me as a lay person. Many of my informants who are 
monks started to share their stories with me on a deeper basis. My relationship with the lay 
practitioners also changed and I was able to observe their reactions to my decision49.   
 During my process of “going native,” I was still writing field notes on a daily basis, the 
thoughts of research were not completely abandoned and this self-awareness meant that I was 
alert to any opportunities for data generation when interacting with my informants. In short, it is 
possible for the researcher to be both researcher and native at the same time as long as self-
awareness is maintained. My identity and position as a researcher attempting to understand and 
later analyze what was going on through social scientific frames (often meaning the tendency to 
                                                          
49 When interacting with monastics, they would be more willing to entertain and trust me. But as a monk, my 
interaction with lay practitioners became limited as I was then subjected to the social norms governing 
interactions between monks and laity. These norms usually put a distance between the two roles. Nonetheless, I 
had already generated a good amount of data with lay practitioners before my ordination. In my subsequent visits 
to the field after I returned to lay life, I continued my data generation with the lay practitioners to fill in gaps from 
the last trip.  
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impose analytic classifications and schemas on the actions and meanings generated by the 
participants) did not seem to pose a problem for the practitioners in the field who were more 
interested in whether I was fully utilising my time there to learn about myself through meditation 
practice than in my research agenda.  
 
MAKING SENSE OF THE DATA GENERATED 
The difficulties in studying practices has been discussed in-depth by Bourdieu (1990, 2003) who 
pointed out that researchers are often not aware of their “scholastic view”, a tendency to produce 
accounts of understanding practices into the consciousness of agents as if they are actual causes 
of the agents’ practices.  
 By the end of the first major fieldwork phase which generated huge amounts of diverse 
data, I was faced with the onerous task of making sense of them analytically. While I was 
attempting to conceptualize my findings in the field through my daily reflections, much of what 
is presented here reflects the analysis done when I exited the field. This was when I had the time 
and access to look back at all my data generated as a whole, and consult the wider literature of 
scholarly work to draw ideas on how I can theorize these material into something coherent and to 
locate gaps in the literature within which I could position my work. Other ethnographic 
documents such as meditation books provided biography accounts and teachings of masters 
which could be considered as interviews with the authors themselves.  
 After transcribing all my interview recordings and digitalizing my stack of field notes, I 
systematically went through all of the data to identify patterns, assigning codes in the process as 
a signpost for me to return to look for the relevant stories I wanted to share. Wherever possible, I 
57 
 
stayed close to the categories and terminologies my informants provided in these conversations 
and interviews. The contexts in which the observations, thoughts and emotions experienced 
when the recording was made is taken into account too. These were reflected in my daily field 
notes in which I deliberately included these sensuous and bodily experiences. Analysing the data 
this way allowed me to produce stories of my informants’ stories, which then was further 
analysed for their sociological significance in understanding and explaining the transformations 
of religion as lived in Thailand. Paying attention to the historical and cultural context through 





A History of Thai Theravada Buddhism: Reforms and Transformations 
 
This chapter aims to contextualize the practice of meditation within the development of Thai 
Theravada Buddhism. The popularity of lay meditation practice today must be understood within 
the wider historical developments of Theravada Buddhism in Thailand and Southeast Asia in 
general. The reforms and responses throughout these developments have cumulated in the 
diversity found in Thai Theravada Buddhist practices today (see Parnwell and Seeger 2008; 
Kitiarsa 2005). 
In what follows, I discuss Buddhist meditation practice in the context of Thai Theravada 
Buddhism’s historical transformations and development; paying attention to the legacy of 
reforms from the time of King Rama I, Rama IV (King Mongkut) and contextualizing Luang Por 
Teean’s dynamic/movement meditation technique as a reflection of current broader interest in 
Buddhist meditation practice among both the Sangha and laity. 
 
HISTORY OF BUDDHISM  
Let me offer a brief historical background of the Buddha; his birth, his life and teachings, and 
death50. The historical Buddha, Siddharta Gautama, an Indian Prince, was believed to have lived 
and taught about 2600 years ago. It was said that he left home to become an ascetic in search of 
                                                          
50 For a more detailed historical account of the Buddha, there are now a vast number of books, both academic and 
non-academic which agrees with the account I present here. See Cantwell, Cathy. 2010. Buddhism: The Basics. 
New York: Routledge., Harvey, Peter. 2013. An introduction to Buddhism: teachings, history and practices, Second 
Edition. New York: Cambridge University Press., among others.    
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“Truth” and the way out of suffering at the age of 29, leaving behind his wife and his baby son. 
In his first 6 years after leaving home, he travelled around to learn from various teachers their 
different techniques of meditation and ascetic practices, but was dissatisfied that his time spent 
under their tutelage did not lead to complete liberation (from suffering caused by greed, hatred 
and delusion). He decided to search for a way out himself and at the age of 35, he attained 
enlightenment through an intensive period of meditation under a Bodhi tree. His immediate 
teachings to his first five disciples, which remain the core of Buddhism till this day, were the 
four noble truths and the noble eightfold path. He spent the rest of his life travelling and 
teaching, establishing an order of monks called the Sangha to preserve his teachings. This was 
given the term “Buddhasasana,” which has a range of possible translations including “the 
teachings (including doctrine, practice) of Buddha,” and “beliefs (as with my informants’ 
understanding as mentioned in Chapter 1).” Females were later allowed to ordain as nuns51. The 
historical Buddha was believed to pass away at the age of 80. He did not put his teachings into 
writings. His disciples memorised them and only committed them into writing a few hundred 
years after his death. After his passing, various schools emerged with different interpretations of 
his teachings. These schools also disagreed over the best way to disseminate it.  
This thesis is primarily concerned with the Theravada tradition. “Thera” means elder and 
the Theravada tradition (teachings of the elders) is a conservative branch of Buddhism which 
emphasises the transmission of teachings based on the canon, recorded in Pali (believed to be the 
language the Buddha used to teach in during his time), as the authentic and legitimate authority 
in scriptural matters. The Pali canon, called the Tipitaka, comprises of “three baskets”: (1) the 
                                                          
51 The Bhikkhuni (ordained nun) tradition is a contested issue that divides the Buddhist community around the 
world. The Theravada schools generally do not recognise Bhikkhuni ordinations anymore while the Mahayahana 
schools continue to recognise Bhikkhunis. The Theravadan schools are thus alleged to be encouraging gender 
inequality and discrimination.   
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Vinaya Pitaka, which contains the monastic code, (2) the Sutta Pitaka, which is a collection of 
the Buddha’s sermons and miscellaneous texts, and (3) the Abhidhamma Pitaka, which is 
variously called Buddhist psychology, or the “higher teachings.” The last two of these baskets 
contain the Buddha’s teachings on meditation. Even though Theravada Buddhism emphasise that 
learning and practicing the teachings should be based on a rational adherence to the canons as 
recorded by “elders,” wherever and whenever it was introduced or adopted by a community, it 
had to blend in with local beliefs and indigenous practices.  
 
A (very) SHORT HISTORY OF THAI THERAVADA BUDDHISM 
Prapod (2010) observed that Theravada Buddhism evolved throughout history (and continues to 
evolve) in Thailand. Prior to recognition of Thailand as predominantly “Theravadin,” there 
existed a plurality of Buddhist traditions, practices and beliefs alongside local culture and 
tradition. Despite attempts by the state through a centralized Sangha administration to rationalize 
Thai Buddhism to become more “pure Theravadin” in form, the richness in diversity continues to 
thrive today. 
The history of reforms in Thai Theravada Buddhism is too vast for me to cover here. For 
my purposes, I shall present in this section key reforms, highlighting how many of these reforms 
place the focus on a centralized Sangha administration which is sponsored and regulated by the 
state and patronized by the monarchy. I postulate that the current transformations of Thai 
Buddhism are shifting towards reforms in which the laity has a more prominent role, reclaiming 
Buddhism as a lived religion that suits their current needs. I focus on the reforms during the post-
Ayutthaya period led by the royalty, mainly Rama I and the IV, while also outlining the recent 
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popular movements and its links with reforms and transformations in other Theravada Buddhist 
societies such as Laos and Burma. Specifically, meditation movements in Thailand has been 
greatly influenced by similar developments in Burma, where meditation practice is increasingly 
popular among the laity (see Jordt 2007 for an in-depth study Burma’s mass lay meditation 
movement and how it can be interpreted as a cultural response and contestation against an 
oppressive military junta rule). A discussion into Thai popular Buddhism or folk Buddhism as a 
historical form that is still being practiced today follows. In short, I trace what is inherited and 
what changes have taken place. I situate the popular practice of meditation today by drawing 
attention to the development of Luang Por Teean’s movement meditation tradition which is the 
focus of my research.   
 Parnwell and Seeger (2008) summarize the key shift in the development of Thai 
Theravada Buddhism in recent times as follows:  
The diverse local manifestations of popularized Thai Buddhism, which included 
an almost seamless, syncretic incorporation of animistic practices, was arguably 
hardly an issue until the turn of the twentieth century, when state-initiated reforms 
to Thai Buddhism, integral to projects of modernization and nation-building, 
started to assert a strong centralizing and homogenizing influence on the religious 
institutions and practices of the rural periphery (P. 88). 
 The reforms reconfigured the role of the monks, the influence of the state and the way(s) 
in which Buddhism was interpreted and practiced throughout Thailand. Parnwell and Seeger’s 
work also suggest that the recent developments in meditation movements, socially engaged 
Buddhism and fundamentalist turns are evidence of Thai Buddhism’s response to (1) state-led 
centralized reforms of the Sangha, (2) nationalistic use of Buddhism, (3) and the impact of 
modernization (and economic development). There is also a general perception of Thai 
Buddhism in crisis, arising from a perceived decline in the quantity and quality of the monastic 
62 
 
order. In addition, the introduction and adoption of “western values” are believed to be 
associated with a secularisation process driven by modernization forces.         
 
Enter Theravada Buddhism  
According to Baker and Phongpaichit (2009), Buddhism entered Siam in the 5th century (p. 7), 
and the Theravada tradition took root in the 13th century when Sri Lankan missionary monks 
came to the region.  
 A central theme for Thai history revolves around the well-documented Burmese attack on 
Ayutthaya in 1767. It devastated the old capital of Siam and left the people leaderless. Members 
of the royal family were mostly executed and the rest could have been captured and enslaved. 
The horror brought about by the devastation demanded an explanation for the predicament, and 
many believed that it was related to the ruling elites and religious order that became increasingly 
incompetent and corrupt—both morally and materially. The story of Ayutthaya’s fall is 
commonly used to arouse nationalistic fervour even till this day. Theravada Buddhism as 
practiced and lived in the early days were diverse and local in nature, mixing fluidly with local 
animism and monastics had close relationships with the communities they depended upon. The 
post-Ayutthaya period saw attempts to centralize and conceptualize a version of Thai Theravada 





Among those who fought to claim power in the post-Ayutthaya period, a former provincial 
governor, Taksin, rose to power and established himself as King. He attempted to legitimise his 
claims to power and as a ruler through the concept of a Buddhist King52, who rules by virtue of 
accumulated merits from past lives. He was also one who is tasked with the responsibility of 
preserving and spreading the Dhamma to those under his protection. By claiming to be a ‘man of 
merit’, Taksin attempted to use Buddhism’s moral authority to legitimise his rule. He personally 
believed he was a future Buddha, and this strong personal conviction led to his offending 
majority of the Buddhist Sangha, who felt slighted when Taksin presided over rituals and 
activities which used to be their exclusive role. His attempts at regulating the monastic order 
failed and this had implications for his political legitimacy.  
 
Rama I 
King Yotfa (Rama I) ascended the throne after a coup in April 1782, and founded the Chakri 
dynasty that continues till today. After deposing Taksin, King Rama I put in motion various 
reforms aimed at invoking Buddhist morality and a notion of Buddhist Kingship to legitimise his 
claims to rule. Unlike Taksin, Rama I’s reforms does not rely on charismatic inspiration but 
through a systematisation (and rationalisation) of the religious order (see Keyes 1989). This 
involves building a close relationship between the royal court and the Sangha, leaving the latter 
to play their traditional role in spiritual and religious matters. However, his Sangha reforms did 
include rectifications of monastic discipline, and initiated efforts at centralizing an interpretation 
                                                          
52 The standard par excellence of a Buddhist Kingship is usually credited to King Asoka, an early Indian Emperor 




of Buddhist teachings and texts, thus beginning the long and gradual process of instituting a 
state-sponsored Thai Theravada Buddhism.   
 
King Mongkut 
It is with King Mongkut (Rama IV) that the concept of a Buddhist Kingship came to full 
realisation. Instead of claiming to be a Buddha (as Taksin may have unwittingly implied), Rama 
IV “claimed to be a Bodhisattva, a spiritually superhuman being who had accumulated great 
merit over previous lives, been reincarnated in order to rule with righteousness, and would 
become a Buddha in the future (see Baker and Phongpaichit 2009:31).” This was a claim the 
traditional religious elites could more readily accept. Mongkut developed his ideas for reforming 
the Sangha and Thai Buddhism during his almost 30 years as a monk (from 1824 to 1851). His 
contact with the west convinced him of the need to rationalise Thai Buddhism. After becoming 
King in 1851, his Sangha reforms emphasized the rational and intellectual aspects of Buddhism, 
focusing on scriptural study, Pali examinations. He also publicly denounced superstition and 
magical beliefs as “un-Buddhist”. He created his own nikaya (sect or order), the Thammayut. 
Those who were not admitted or who did not subscribe to this sect were designated as belonging 
to a vague and inclusive Mahanikaya sect. King Mongkut’s legacy was one of rationalising Thai 
Buddhism, centralizing the Sangha, and prioritising scholarly study over other aspects of 
Buddhist practice such as rituals and meditation. “Authentic” Buddhism was decoupled from 
folk beliefs and practices in spirit worship and animism. His version of Buddhism encourages 
critical reflections, and serious studies of Pali canons not unlike the attitude of science in modern 
secular education. King Mongkut’s reforms established a version of Thai Theravada Buddhism 
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that is state-sponsored in defining the roles of monks53 and the type of Buddhism they should 
practice and teach.      
 
Sangha Acts 
Centralizing reforms of the Sangha which reconfigured the relationship of monks to their local 
communities continued into the 19th and 20th century through three Sangha acts. The first was the 
1902 Sangha Act which led to the establishment of a Council of Elders. Interestingly, there was 
no Supreme Patriarch Office, instead the monarch have final approval over decisions made by 
the Sangha. The 1941 Sangha Act instituted an office of Supreme Patriarch. The government 
used the act to “democratise” the Sangha, diffusing power throughout a few committees tasked 
to help the Supreme Patriarch, who did not have final say in all matters. The Act weakened the 
possibility of a political threat posed by the Sangha. However, the 1962 Sangha law 
“reestablished a highly centralized and hierarchically organised Saṅgha with power concentrated 
in the hands of the Supreme Patriarch (Saṅgharāja) (Parnwell and Seeger 2008:89).” The 
government also proactively co-opted monks in the service of the state; using them to promote 
government programmes, especially in the face of communist insurgency in the 1960s and 
1970s. Many monks willingly abandoned their traditional role in local Wats 
(temples/monasteries) for the administrative positions and career advancement promised by an 
institutionalised Sangha. The interpretation of Buddhist texts and teachings is also centralised in 
the hands of the Sangha Council, with its preference for the state-supported version of strict 
adherence to vinaya discipline, and encouraging monks to undertake Pali studies and 
                                                          
53 The reforms begin a process of depoliticising the role of local monks in their communities. These monks were 
not only religious/spiritual leaders but were also seen as de-facto political leaders in their circles.    
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examinations. Monks used to be the centre of local communities through their wats, being 
involved in various community projects, rituals, and education. The reforms minimized local 
monk’s influence in their communities.  
 
Burmese meditation influence 
We now turn our attention to regional developments that help explain the rise of popular 
meditation practice in Thailand. Following Kamala Tiyavanich (1997), Newell (2008) notes the 
impact of reform in the 20th century in shifting Thai Theravada Buddhism towards an emphasis 
on book learning, overshadowing meditation practice. She notes too that many people developed 
a misunderstanding of meditation as a soteriological practice that is reserved for mystics, ascetics 
and hermits (usually associated with monks of the elusive forest tradition), a kind of irrational 
lifestyle that could only be adopted by renunciates free of the rational demands of living in the 
world of reality (p. 212). The current trend is on the shift back towards meditation practice, 
keenly adopted by lay devotees and being projected by the monks themselves as a practice that 
can be adopted by both believers and non-believers.   
 The popularity of meditation practice in Thailand today, especially vipassana54 
meditation, has also been partly influenced by similar trends from neighbouring Buddhist 
countries, primarily Burma. Keyes (1989) noted that,   
                                                          
54 Vipassana (or insight) meditation is commonly contrasted with Samantha (tranquility) meditation. Some 
Buddhist scholars argue that Samantha practice – which requires years of dedicated practice often in seclusion – is 
necessary for preparing practitioners to go into vipassana. The Vipassana meditation movements of today teach 
that we do not need to reach high concentration levels (or Jhanas) produced through Samantha training, and that 
it is possible to go straight into Vipassana. They further argue that Samantha training which leads to attainment of 
levels of absorption predates the historical Buddha’s teachings and it is precisely because of its inadequacies in 
attaining full liberation that the historical Buddha taught vipassana meditation as the only way to attain nibanna.   
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In the 1950s Phra Phimonlatham, then a high-ranking Maha-nika-i monk, began to 
promote the popular practice of meditation, based on a method he learned in 
Burma, which was to be practiced in community-based temple-monasteries rather 
than in forest retreats (P. 133). 
 This method he brought to Thailand is one developed and made popular by Mahasi 
Sayadaw. The latter taught mindfulness training through focusing on the rising and falling 
phenomena of the abdomen when breathing in and out, which leads one to insight of Buddhist 
principles (impermanence, suffering/dissatisfaction and non-self). Another popular method was 
taught by a lay teacher, S.N. Goenka, whose 10-day retreat courses continue to be held 
throughout the world (including Thailand) today led by his disciples. Goenka’s method teaches 
vipassana but without a focus on Buddhist framework, instead promoting it as a way of life that 
can be learnt and practiced by all regardless of religion, nationality, gender, monk or non-monk. 
The influence of Burmese Vipassana Meditation movement is manifest in the increasing 
popularity of meditation practice as a central Buddhist practice for not just the monastic order. It 
was also influential in making meditation practice popular and accessible to the laity (sees Jordt 
2006 for a discussion of Burmese lay meditation movement).   
 Sharf (1995) had argued that the reforms led by the rise of Burmese Vipassana method 
shifted the essence of Buddhism from one being a historically scriptural-based one to one that is 
based on “experience”, more specifically that of meditation experience. This move allowed the 
laity more participation and power over the way Buddhism was to be presented and interpreted. 
There was no longer a need to depend on a clergy (the Sangha) to gain salvation through 
traditional merit making activities and rituals. Sharf (1995) believe that this entire process had 
the effect of freeing up Buddhism and its tradition from secular critique insofar that it is claimed 
that the essence of Buddhism lies in the ineffable and “non-discursive spiritual experience (p. 
68 
 
259).” This experience was accessible to anyone—lay or monastic—who diligently practices 
meditation.  
 Sharf’s (1995) arguments seem likely to explain why Thai Theravada Buddhism is 
transforming in the way it does: the laity wants to be empowered to appropriate (through 
reinterpreting) Buddhism for their own purpose(s). To shift away from the control of a dominant 
orthodox state-sponsored institution which focus on time consuming ritual and scholarly training, 
especially in monastic training, the laity will be better off with a system that focus on the 
ineffable attainment of spiritual experience through meditation practice, thus laying claim for 
themselves more chances to gaining salvation too. Also, with the advancements in printing 
technology and rising literacy, Buddhist scriptures and the canon—which used to be reserved for 
a professional Sangha—is now made easily accessible to everyone (cf. Gombrich [1988] 2006). 
The laity develops more interest and ability to appropriate Buddhist teachings including 
meditation for everyday application.  
 
Meditation movements in Thailand 
The most well-known Buddhist meditation practitioners in Thailand are associated with the 
forest monks’ tradition, notably Aachaan Mun, a forest monk ordained initially in the Mahanikai 
but later reordained in the Thammayut lineage. Aachaan Mun is recognized as an accomplished 
meditation master through his decades of thudong (wandering ascetic) practices in the forests of 
northeast Thailand. Aachaan Mun’s disciple, Aachaan Cha, is also a renowned meditation master 
in his own right. Aachaan Mun’s lineage practices a mixture of Samantha and Vipassana 
meditation techniques, most notably the recitation of the word “Bud-dho” to calm the mind.  
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 Newell’s (2008, 2011) work on the Dhammakaya tradition confirms that meditation 
practice is now gaining (and for Newell, she asserts it is in fact regaining) popularity among both 
religious and lay populations in Thailand. It also reaffirms other scholars’ work in pointing out 
the diversity and richness of meditation traditions in Thailand, that there are many different 
‘types’ or ‘forms’ of Buddhism in practice. The emergence of such forms point to the resilience 
of Buddhism as a social institution in its religious, spiritual and philosophical aspects to 
refashion itself to be socially relevant for contemporary society.   
 Apart from methods including the Dhammakaya, Aachaan Cha, Burmese Vipassana, 
there is also a huge following of Buddhadasa Bhikku, who favours the anapanasati technique (of 
mindfulness of breath). He believed that this method was enough to cultivate the foundations of 
mindfulness and leads to vipassana. He promoted meditation practice for everyone and in any 
place. This is in contrast to an idea of meditation that there is a need for a quiet place to do sitting 
with eyes closed.   
 Lastly, I come to Luang Por Teean’s technique, situated alongside all the above 
mentioned meditation techniques gaining popularity with huge followings. Newell (2011) also 
mentioned Luang Por Teean’s technique as one of the major meditation tradition or system to 
have emerged in recent times and recognizes that popularity is linked to its efficacy while still in 
line with certain interpretations of the recorded teachings. Luang Por Teean teaches the dynamic 
meditation technique, or the 14-step hand movement technique. Like Buddhadasa, he stresses the 
importance of meditation practice in experiencing the dhamma independent of scriptural study 
and denouncing magical Buddhism. He also believes that using his technique, practitioners can 
attain a short-cut to enlightenment without the need for Samantha training that may lead one to 
being attached to the peace and not being able to move into vipassana. Luang Por Teean’s 
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technique is one that prioritizes efficacy over orthodoxy. However, he does claim scriptural 
legitimacy by teaching that mindfulness of bodily movement is the first of the four foundations 
of mindfulness the Buddha taught and it will also lead to mindfulness of the remaining three 
foundations. Nevertheless, scriptural authority and study is secondary to “experiment” through 
the practice itself to gain experiential knowledge of the path. Being a monk or not, making merit 
or not, keeping precepts or not, are subordinate to the practice of meditation as the true Buddhist 
path to complete liberation from all suffering. Followers are attracted to the promise of a direct 
and short-cut way to enlightenment accessible to lay practitioners without the need to ordain as a 
monk which involves giving up their worldly possessions and lifestyles. This meditation practice 
is more doable than the requirement to spend many years of dedicated Pali studies and scriptural 
understanding. The practice relies on each individual’s applied experience and wisdom. I will 
elaborate more on Luang Por Teean’s teachings in later chapters.   
 In sum, I have directed attention to how these various meditation movements are gaining 
popularity among the Thai laity and Sangha alike. This is a response to the increasingly criticized 
state-sponsored Thai Theravada Buddhism which favours scriptural study, and strict compliance 
to a centralized Sangha. Heelas and Woodhead (2005) observed that the “pressing values of the 
culture in which we live are along the lines of ‘Life is not made for you; you have to make it’ or 
‘Take responsibility for finding your own ways of being and fulfilling yourself’ (p. 125).” It is 
perhaps this kind of prevalent attitude that enables the promise of meditation practice to be so 
alluring to people today. This attitude also in part explains the rising popularity of those Thai 
Theravada Buddhist sectarians which emphasise meditation practice as central to Buddhist 




RESILIENCE OF THAI POPULAR RELIGION 
Along with the revival of interest in Buddhist meditation practice and the rising popularity of it 
among the laity, another ongoing transformation in Thai Buddhism is the resilience of Thai 
popular Buddhism.  
Before the influence of Brahmanism-Hinduism and Buddhism to Siam, local Thai 
people believed in spirits (Srichampa 2014:49). 
 Srichampa demonstrates the co-existence of Brahmanism, Buddhism and local spirit 
beliefs as a living tradition practiced in Thai society today, paying specific attention to Thai 
amulets. He list a variety of reasons for Thai’s use of amulets, including to gain prosperity, love, 
warding off evil, protection and so on. Generally, the uncertainties characteristic of modern life 
and rapid economic development motivates the search for not just explanations of life conditions 
but also the search for possibilities to control and attain a “peace of mind.”  
The concepts of making amulets as animal shapes vary according to the 
background of the creators. Most are originated from the local Thai faith. Some 
are influenced by other cultures and religions such as Indian and Chinese cultures, 
Hinduism-Brahmanism. However, creating amulets is not taught in Buddhism. 
But, it is the syncretism of cultures and faiths in Thailand (Srichampa 2014:63).   
 It is also important to note that Brahmanism had and continues to have a close link with 
the state, specifically the monarchy, whom relies on their expertise in court rituals to establish a 
divine legitimacy for their rule, something which Buddhism is not able to offer. This type of co-
existing practices and beliefs that may appear to be contradictory insofar as a rational-based 
Theravada Buddhism is concerned, suggest the pragmatic nature of Thai religiosity. This 
pragmatic attitude is also found in the diversity of local Thai Buddhist practices and beliefs.   
Kitiarsa (2005) demonstrates how Thai popular religion in the form of local animistic 
beliefs among others have consistently been existing alongside the state-sponsored Thai 
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Theravada Buddhism. The latter is sometimes assumed to be a homogenous form that is the only 
dominant religious model in Thailand in so far that it syncretises all other localised traditions, 
beliefs and practices. Kitiarsa has shown that contrary to this misconception by many scholars, 
the Thai religious landscape is full of hybrid forms and practices such that the local systems have 
found its way in competing for believers amidst a rapidly urbanizing and spiritually hungry 
society. He has demonstrated that religious meanings are constantly contested in today’s society, 
sometimes producing hybrid forms of practices while markets have also emerged to “trade” 
religious and spiritual beliefs as commodities, and consumed as such.  
In other words, religion in contemporary Thailand has become multi-faceted sites 
of production and contestation of meanings: it could, among other things, be a 
commodity, political ideology, marker of identity, marketing machine or object of 
worship (Kitiarsa 2005:476). 
 Kitiarsa’s argument is in line with similar scholarly acknowledgement of (1) the 
persistence of “magico-popular religion” in contemporary society and (2) the need to move 
beyond a church-oriented conceptualization and understanding of institutionalized religion. 
Scholars such as Cristián Parker (2006) highlight how fewer religious people fall neatly into 
broad categories such as “Catholics,” “Buddhists” and so on. The rising popularity of Thai 
meditation practice is an example of how new or adapted forms of religious expression continue 
to exist and challenge doctrinal, church-oriented institutionalized religion.  
 
CONCLUSION  
In sum, “authentic” Thai (Theravada) Buddhism remains an ideal type, a label invoked by all old 
and new groups working to legitimise their form of Thai Buddhism. Diversity has been prevalent 
before the modern nation-building efforts in the post-Ayutthaya period. Through centralizing 
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reforms of the Sangha, the state attempts to regulate and interpret Buddhist teachings and 
practice in ways which favour scriptural studies and an institutionalised Sangha. This allows the 
state to rein in monks’ local influence, and the potential political threat of their mobilizing 
popular support through charismatic leadership. The response to this development results in an 
attempt to redefine Thai Buddhism as a living tradition to meet the needs of the lay Buddhists, 
who may have perceived a state-sponsored version of Buddhism too abstract and distant for their 
religious and spiritual needs. The resilience of popular religious practices such as amulets and 
spirit-mediumship are also evidence of a Thai Buddhism remaining relevant in Thai society. It is 
in this milieu of renewed religious diversity that Buddhist (or at least Buddhist-inspired) 
meditation practices gain popularity among Thai laity and monastics alike. I focus on one of 
these many popular meditation traditions today to examine how practitioners exercise religious 
(and spiritual) agency through a toolkit of scriptural reinterpretations, renegotiated meanings, 





The Practice of Meditation 
“We need to work hard …” (Phra Jim55) 
“My work is finished.” 56 (Luang Por Khamkhian) 
 
Practitioners undertake meditation practice to infuse meaning and purpose into their life. 
This is in response to the inability of mainstream Thai Theravada Buddhism to help them make 
sense of problems and pressures they encounter in a rapidly changing society filled with 
uncertainties. During interviews, many practitioners recount the discomfort they experience from 
the pressures of having to conform to lifestyles driven by material pursuits and status obsession. 
In this chapter, I begin by telling the story of a practitioner’s transformations during his spiritual 
journey. Such stories are shared by the “main characters” themselves and sometimes retold by 
others—shared as a testimonial to inspire other practitioners during dhamma talks and other 
routine interactions among those in the community. I direct my attention on meditation practice 
as a lived religious practice; demonstrating how a meaningful praxis and a “meditators’ habitus” 
is produced and performed, focusing on the individual dimension—i.e. the techniques learnt, 
internalized and employed and the logic behind it. 
   
                                                          
55 Phra Jim is a key informant throughout my fieldwork. He is also my mentor who guided me throughout my data 
generation in learning the practice, understanding what it means, my ordination period and so on. He is an 
example of the many educated young monks who decided to drop their pursuit of worldly status to focus on the 
practice of meditation. 
56 This is also a saying attributed to Luang Por Teean. During dhamma talks, it is often mentioned that the two 
Luang Pors know at the point of time when they experienced nibanna that their work is now done, that there is 
now complete elimination of suffering.  
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Phra Ah comes from a forest monastery, Wat Pa S, that also teaches Luang Por Teean’s 
meditation technique. In his more than two years residence there as a monk, he has been tasked 
to help out with the meditation course held regularly at the monastery premises and sometimes at 
other places when invited. He shared with me the diverse groups of people from all walks of life 
who would undergo life transforming experiences in his monastery where they attend courses to 
practice mindfulness. One practitioner left a deep impression on him. This was a well-educated 
urbanite who teaches piano lessons for a living—even though this was a career that he did not 
depend on for sustenance as he had more than sufficient finances from his well-to-do family. 
This pianist enjoyed a life filled with material possessions, and a partying lifestyle that is 
considered a “heedless” life in Buddhist circles. He certainly did not feel he was missing 
anything significant in life. It was when his friend who had attended a seven day course at this 
monastery, Wat Pa S, surprised him by asking: “you are suffering, aren’t you?” This pianist was 
then challenged to go for a seven day meditation course to see for himself the suffering he was 
experiencing and to know for himself how to get out of it. The pianist did not quite understand 
what his friend was suggesting, but decided to give it a try out of curiosity and also out of a 
desire to answer the challenge.  
During the course, he had to subject himself to a strict meditation regime, learn how to 
watch and observe his thoughts, his desires, emotions, feelings, with awareness and stop them 
with awareness. He also learnt to overcome physical obstacles of drowsiness, pain, hunger, and 
mental challenges of boredom, doubt, restlessness. During the course, he is guided by a 
meditation master, a teacher recognised for his experiential knowledge; insights and wisdom 
gained through extensive meditation experience. The pianist and other practitioners develop faith 
in the teacher over the period of the course and this faith also strengthened after the course. He 
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became spiritual friends with the monks and other practitioners who were helping out or 
participating in the course. They encouraged him on his journey of self-discovery, of self-
knowledge. He learns to become a Buddhist—a meditative one57. The monastery offers an 
environment conducive for his pursuits, providing lodgings and two hot meals a day before 
12noon. There is a strict routine in which all participants follow to ensure minimal distractions of 
modern lifestyle and work habits. Today, he is a transformed man. He subjects himself to the 
strict regime of a meditation practitioner during the course and has continued some of the habits 
after completing the course. In everyday life, his friends tell him he has changed. He no longer 
parties, no longer enjoys shopping or pursuing material goals and is now a regular participant of 
meditation retreats. He continues to refer his other friends to attend the course. He watches his 
behaviour, thoughts and speech, being self-aware of mind and body in his everyday life—an 
application of what he learnt in the course and monastery. He keeps to the five Buddhist precepts 
and up to ten precepts when on retreat or during important religious days. His lifestyle now is 
measured and controlled, frugal and boring by modern standards. In a word, he has become a 
modern day ascetic of sorts. This story of a pianist is just one of many that Phra Ah said he 
encounters at the monastery these days.   
Meditation practice is aimed at understanding the nature of the “self.” Practitioners come 
to decrease their attachment to a “self” as they come to gradually realize that it is not as concrete 
as they initially thought it was. For Buddhists, the aim is to understand the “Truth” of the three 
                                                          
57 We could perhaps distinguish those who are practicing Buddhists, and those who are nominal Buddhists. The 
latter identify as Buddhists only in name, while the former is active in applying the teachings and doctrine in 
everyday life. Among the practicing Buddhists, there is a range of activities and practices each individual Buddhist 
focus on. I use meditative Buddhists here to refer to those who focus on meditation at the core of Buddhist 
teachings towards ultimate liberation from suffering and insight (knowledge) of the truth, the ways things are. This 
is contrasted to perhaps scholarly Buddhists, who emphasize intellectual understanding and learning from texts 
and scriptures. Others are magical Buddhists, ritualistic Buddhists and so on. It should be emphasized too that as 
with Weber’s method of sociological analysis, these are ideal types, or pure types, constructed for analytic 
purposes. In reality, practicing Buddhists may adopt various attitudes overlapping the categories.   
77 
 
characteristics of all conditioned phenomena: (1) impermanence—that all things arises and 
passes away in flux, (2) dissatisfaction—that due to impermanence of things, there is a lack of 
satisfaction derived from both pleasurable and non-pleasurable phenomena, and (3) non-self—
that this unstable phenomena is not controllable, that the thing we identify as “ego” and 
“personality” is a delusion. For meditation practitioners, this truth is reached and understood 
through experiential knowledge which one gains through cultivating mindfulness and related 
techniques of self-awareness in all conduct, thoughts and way of being. The pianist’s story 
demonstrated how practitioners employ meditation training as a technique to transform 
themselves into Buddhists—people who follow the life and teachings of the historical Buddha. It 
is interesting here to note that practitioners often mention that “Bud-dha58” means “the one who 
knows” and it is this knowing quality that they are nurturing—to see things as they truly are so as 
to liberate themselves from suffering and attachment. “To Know,” “To Feel,” “To see things as 
they are,” are central guiding principles in Luang Por Teean’s meditation technique and system.    
The ethnographic account presented above gives a glimpse of how meditation practice 
constitutes techniques employed by practitioners to cultivate mindfulness. The practice is 
directed towards attaining the goal of non-attachment, of enlightenment, of non-self. For some, 
they call this “to know the Truth.” Practitioners would often remind me and themselves that we 
should not desire for these goals but they also acknowledged that they are motivated by this 
search for truth. For many of the practitioners, we need to be driven by a zeal to practice—
knowing that the aim is eventual and complete “liberation” from suffering—but not to be 
obsessed by a desire to gain results.  
                                                          
58 Conventional translations are “the enlightened one,” “the awakened one.”  
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Practitioners exercise religious agency in constructing strategies of action—techniques of 
the body they employ in everyday life and in which follows a certain logic that has to be learned 
and internalized. The techniques of education in this logic is derived from the community and 
from the traditions of Thai Buddhism—scriptural interpretations transmitted throughout history 
and cultural practices among Thais—but more importantly, it is derived through experiential 
learning from the practice itself. Practitioners effect through their individual means and with help 
from others—an important social dimension for a practice often considered asocial and 
solitary—to perform operations on/through their bodies and mind to transform themselves to 
attain a state of enlightenment (cf. Foucault 1988). The method performed constitutes a form of 
praxis—a mode of behaving and being in the world.  
 
LEARNING THE PRACTICE  
Traditionally, meditation practice requires interested individuals to find a master who will 
initiate him/her through complex rituals and assign a meditation object that is deemed unique and 
suitable for the specific practitioner. With Luang Por Teean’s technique and the other types of 
mass meditation movements, all interested practitioners learn the same technique using the same 
meditation object. Teachers are still important but increasingly take on the role of instructors 
very much like training courses for personal development, yoga etc. Individuals can self-learn 
the practice from the internet or even from their lay friends. Validation of experience and 
attainment is also possible through each individual’s self-knowledge. The shift from a reliance 
on textual and traditional authority of religious elites to individual’s experiential authority is 
made possible in part by a loss of faith in the monastic institution to be the gatekeepers of 
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Buddhist (moral) teachings and spiritual attainment. The gradual separation of the monastic 
institution from their previous monopolization of teaching Buddhist practices and validating 
others’ experiences undermines the legitimacy of the institution and democratizes religious 
expression and claims to attainment. A diffusion of religious authority is made possible for each 
individual to assert their own religious and spiritual experiences or attainment as valid without 
the need for “experts” to confirm it for them.        
The practice that Luang Por Teean teaches involves a 14-step hand movement cycle. The 
emphasis on movements of the body explains why the practice is sometimes called “movement 
meditation,” “rhythmic meditation,” and “dynamic meditation.” Practitioners can also choose to 
do walking meditation. Walking meditation is practiced by most if not all traditions of 
meditation schools; the exercise involves walking back and forth of about 10 to 14 paces. The 
difference between the schools in their practice of walking meditation lies in the attitude adopted 
and the object for concentration59. For Luang Por Teean’s technique, the object of meditation is 
movements, usually big movements. Throughout all these movements, the “job” of the 
practitioner is to develop awareness of the body, and whenever thoughts arrive to distract the 
practitioner, he/she would simply bring awareness back to the movements of the body—bare 
awareness without the need to label. As the practitioner progresses, this awareness of the bodily 
movements is then extended to feelings and thoughts and so on. The practitioner is reminded to 
stay with awareness—not to follow or “jump into” the thoughts which would allow it to 
proliferate—and to observe how the mind and body works. The practice is sometimes divided 
into formal practice and informal practice. The former involves setting aside an extended period 
of time for intensive walking and sitting meditation, and minimizing all other activities. Some 
                                                          
59 The most common object for beginners and advanced practitioners alike is breath. In walking meditation, the 
speed differs, and different schools also vary in what to look out for when walking.  
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practitioners would limit their meals to just one a day during this period so that the rest of the 
day can be devoted to the practice (I did this for 10 days and the perseverance required is 
astonishing), they may also skip other religious activities in the monasteries such as chanting and 
alms round. Informal practice refers to the cultivation of self-awareness in everyday life 
activities. Most practitioners strive to do both; when they leave the intensive practice period, they 
maintain awareness in their work and everyday life. This dynamic meditation technique is 
considered to be a practice in Vipassana, insight meditation, aimed to see and know the tri-
characteristics of all conditioned phenomena and existence—namely impermanence, 
dissatisfaction and non-self. Practitioners come to gradually realize this nature of all 
phenomena—including thoughts, feelings, and emotions. As practitioner progress, they become 
less attached to their sense of ego and are able to reduce suffering caused by anger, greed and 
delusion.    
The seven day course offered by the monastery provides an introduction for beginners 
and those new to Luang Por Teean’s technique to learn the basics; they are guided by 
experienced teachers. Advanced practitioners also sign up for the course regularly as an 
opportunity to go into intensive practice with retreat conditions—food and lodgings are taken 
care of, the monastery and forest offers a quiet and conducive environment for practice and 
teachers are available for consultations. Teachers in charge of the course—Phra Jim, Aachaan 
Sen and Aachaan Saai—often begin the course by reminding participants that they are not to 
read any books during the seven day period, and they should just focus on practicing intensively, 
maximising all the available waking hours to build up awareness. Participants are generally left 
on their own to practice individually—and sometimes in groups—after they have been taught the 
basic movements, the teachers will then gather them about two to three times each day to enquire 
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how their practice went. The intensive practice in the monastery involves walking and sitting 
meditation of up to 10 hours each day. Participants of the seven day course are given the 
opportunity to share their experiences, ask questions about the obstacles they face, and receive 
encouragement from the entire group to continue their practice. More often than not, the 
teachers’ typical response to a question about an obstacle or insight is not met with a scriptural 
anecdote to reaffirm the practitioners’ insight. Instead, the teacher will tell the practitioner to 
continue practicing and he will find out the answer by himself/herself. Scriptural references are 
sometimes used as complementary aids for teachers to explain the practice during dhamma talks. 
An average of eight hours is spent meditating; such a strict regime is excessive for some 
and it takes a great amount of determination to last through the period. Practitioners told me that 
it was difficult to adjust when they first started, as it was both physically and mentally 
demanding to be doing the same thing for the entire day—fighting boredom and doubts about the 
meaning of this endless practice. For those who have returned, either for the courses or to 
practice on their own—which can be anything from three day retreat to three months long or 
more, they have conditioned their minds and body to practice in this way for long periods of 
time. This emphasis and devotion to practice is believed to build up awareness to the point where 
it becomes automatic. Practitioners who practice so much are believed to be able to retain this 
level of awareness in everyday life even after they stopped intensive practice periods of eight 
hours or more a day.  
Phra Jim and Master Arch60 had at different times during my fieldwork explained to me 
that the monastery offers a better environment for the practice. An analogy of scooping up water 
                                                          
60 Master Arch is also a mentor during my days as an ordained monk there. He came to Thailand from Sri Lankan 
already a monk but who was introduced to Luang Por Teean’s technique much later on in his monkhood. He tells 
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from the well is often used. Our thoughts, emotions, problems, memories, anger and so on are 
likened to the water in the well. Whenever we practice, we are trying to empty this well. 
However, new water may flow in, and this happens if we have many distractions from daily life 
outside the monastery. Phra Jim feels that we already have more than enough “raw material” to 
“work” with in the monaster. But this is ultimately a place to train in formal practice and we 
should be able to apply the skills we learnt in the monastery to life beyond the “walls.” 
Nonetheless, for those who do not have the time or interest to visit the monastery to learn the 
practice, there is the option of taking up short one-day training classes in meditation centres, of 
which some are secular. Self-learning the practice is also possible with training materials 
uploaded online and published in free-distribution books. The previous legitimacy of these elites 
as the gatekeepers of Buddhism is thus contested. Traditional religious elites are no longer a 
compulsory source for accessing and practicing the teachings, neither are they necessary to 
confirm practitioners’ salvation and attainment.  
 
EMBODYING MINDFULNESS 
McGuire’s (2007) work reminds us that everyday religious practices focuses on the body of 
practitioners, and it is the body that represent sites of both innovation and conflict between 
official religious authorities and everyday practice (c.f. Ammerman 2007). We pay attention to 
bodily practices to better understand the possibilities and limitations for alternative religious 
expression and interpretation.   
                                                                                                                                                                                           
me that he has largely given up practicing the other types of meditation after he learnt this method. Also, he 
shared that many in Sri Lanka do not find this method attractive as it was not found in the scriptures, further proof 
that Luang Por Teean’s method is somewhat seen as a deviation from the conventional practice and teachings.  
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The weapon of choice for meditation practitioners is mindfulness (sati) or self-
awareness—a weapon to eliminate defilements such as anger, greed, and delusion. These 
defilements are in part the roots of suffering as it creates attachment to ego and self. It is also 
seen as the best tool to combat the crude behavioural violations of morality such as stealing, 
killing, lying, sexual misconduct. Over time, practitioners cultivate a 24/7 mindfulness in all 
action, thoughts and speech. They subject themselves, their bodies and minds to self-
regulation—exercising self-restraint in acting upon their desires, most evidently manifest in lust 
and pleasures from food. Primacy is given to experience through the body to realise insights, and 
not through scriptural studies or chanting.  
Meditation practitioners learn how to observe the pleasures and aversion attached to their 
sensory experiences—we find pleasant experiences pleasurable while we find painful 
experiences aversive. They are taught not to be attached to either pleasure or pain—to observe 
both attachment and aversion—but to be in a state of equanimity.  
The five, eight or ten precepts undertaken by lay practitioners and the 227 rules61 
undertaken by monastics are commitments to asceticism during the course of practice, and 
ideally in everyday life, directed towards the eventual goal of enlightenment. For the monastics, 
they undertake the rules for life or at least for as long as they are still in the sangha. These rules 
and precepts are seen as aids in practicing mindfulness while also cementing their respective 
monastic and lay identities. For example, sexual abstinence is required by the 227 monastic rules 
and the laypeople’s five, eight or ten precepts too. Abiding to this precept allows the practitioner 
                                                          
61 For a full list of the rules and explanations, see Bhikku Ariyesako. 1998. The Bhikkus’ Rules A Guide for Laypeople: 
The Theravadin Buddhist Monk’s Rules. Australia: Wave Publications.   
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to focus energy on meditation practice and also gives him/her an opportunity to observe their 
sexual desires whenever it arises.  
Pii Dan is one of many lay practitioners who have attended the seven day course. Like 
many lay practitioners, they are taught and are also convinced that mindfulness training can 
make them moral individuals who will keep the five Buddhist precepts. Pii Dan shared with me 
that during the course, they are constantly reminded of “normality.” “Normality” is a state of 
virtue and morality, and is manifest through the alignment of behaviour with precepts. 
Meditation practice allows one to reach this state of “normality” and naturally keep the five 
precepts. Those who attend the course would repeat a chant that reminds them of this connection 
between normality and morality through keeping the precepts62. These precepts are meant to 
guide the practitioner in their everyday life; they practice mindfulness in every thought, speech 
and action. For the monastics, the 227 rules are to be kept and renewed every new and full moon. 
These rules bind them to the community of the monks—the Sangha—and violations of major 
rules may lead to them being expelled from the community and disrobed dishonourably.  
Every action, every movement, every thought, every emotion, every speech act all 
becomes moments for enlightenment, all these activities are transformed into spiritual and 
religious experiences, imbued with rich religious and spiritual meanings. Mindful cooking, 
sweeping, reading, and so on is contrasted with the often fast-paced “speed is everything, time is 
precious, don’t waste every moment,” orientation in life. It goes against the flow of 
contemporary life influenced by an economic and cultural attitude heavily favouring productivity 
measured in terms of profits and material possessions gained. There was once I asked a lady who 
                                                          
62 After my main period of fieldwork, I went back for a few more visits during my writing phase. In one of these 
visits, I attended a seven day course and much of what Pii Dan tells me corroborates with my experience during 
the course.   
85 
 
registered for the 40 day retreat why she was always running around the monastery doing chores 
such as collecting rubbish and all—especially so when she kept telling me to go to the meditation 
park and practice. She replied: “this is also practice.” Practitioners believe that they can attain 
enlightenment at any moment if their practice is continuous, extended to every activity they are 
engaged in.  
There are techniques of the body in walking, sitting, eating, and all the mundane 
activities of everyday life through the body that is often taken for granted. And there is the 
technique of education in such action. But for practitioners, the difference is the performance of 
such mundane acts with high levels of awareness. There is also a blurring of the distinction 
between the sacred and the profane in everyday life such that one could interpret that the profane 
has been sacralised while also being correct to say that the sacred has been made profane. When 
I asked practitioners what was going on when they are meditating, many replied “nothing 
special,” and “just being normal.” But the logic behind these actions for practitioners is arguably 
“beyond normal,” in that each action becomes a means towards liberation, towards total 
awakening, which are essentially soteriological ends. For non-practitioners, these mundane 
actions share or follow the same soteriological-related logic.       
 Marcel Mauss (1935) observed that how the French and English walked, swim, marched 
and so on were different, reflecting different logics—and certainly a different way of educating 
themselves in these activities. He also noted how cultural influence can travel as seen in the way 
French women started walking according to what was shown in American films in the cinema. 
The current scale of globalization processes is extensive and its influence in creating 
standardized homogenous techniques of the body should not be underestimated. Mauss also 
posited the importance of imitating successful performers whom one have confidence and faith 
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in the process of being educated to adopt the techniques—this process of education he calls 
“prestigious imitation (1935:73).”  
When walking, the practitioner—especially the monastic—are taught to walk with eyes 
cast down a few metres in front of him, every step should be taken with mindfulness without 
rushing or walking too slow. When eating, the practitioner learns to look only at his or her own 
food and not be distracted with conversations. S/he learns to be fully present in the eating, 
knowing every bodily movement involved in intending to take the food, moving the hand with 
the spoon to take the food, moving the spoon to the mouth, chewing, swallowing etc. Some 
forms of meditation practice would label each movement mentally, saying “chewing, chewing, 
chewing” when doing it, but Luang Por Teean’s technique does away with all verbalizations—
mental or actual. Instead, the practitioner simply notes the various movements with bare 
awareness. It is also not important to note to the extreme of every muscle movement. The 
awareness of movements is used as a tool to return to the present when distracted by thought 
proliferations. Contrast these techniques of body of the practitioner to that of a non-practitioner, 
who is used to eating, walking, talking perhaps all at the same time—what we come to value as 
multi-tasking. We see clearly that practitioners’ mode of being is distinctive in deliberately 
slowing down the pace of activities—and doing one at a time—so that awareness can catch up, 
and they can come to observe the characteristics of mind and body phenomena, realising the 
three characteristics of impermanence, unsatisfactory-ness and non-self. In short, the education 
process in which techniques of the body are learnt by the practitioner to become “meditative 




Many practitioners also talk about their mind-body (roop-naam) experience attained 
through consistent practice in which self-awareness reaches a state where it is automatic like a 
connected chain. In this experience, practitioners come to see their mind and body as if they are 
outside observers of their bodies—how it works, how it moves, and their minds—observing the 
thoughts, how it arises and how it passes, such that it is not theirs, not self. Their body becomes a 
window to enlightenment, and is an instrument to work on to gain insights into deeper truths and 
ultimately attain liberation from suffering. During the formal practice, they use the hand 
movements as objects for knowing, to keep bringing awareness back to (the hand movements) 
whenever thoughts arise and lead them elsewhere. For formal practice, they also do walking 
meditation—practitioners walk back and forth of about 10 to 14 pace length—in which 
awareness is directed to the feeling of contact between the sole of the foot and the ground for 
every step. During informal practice, the body is full of other movements—some subtle such as 
breathing, others crude such as walking and sitting down—which offer the “raw resources” for 
practice of mindfulness. Embodied experiences—anxieties, frustration, happiness, physical pain 
as well as physical pleasure—are all revealed to possess the characteristics of impermanence, 
unsatisfactory-ness and non-self or not self.    
During the course of practice, especially if they are at the monastery, practitioners 
commit themselves to ascetic practices in refraining from social activity such as 
talking/gossiping, from forms of entertainment such as music and internet, from all sexual 
activity, limiting food intake and sleeping hours.  
Phra Sadi first arrived at the monastery, Wat Pa Sugato, as a lay person. He has decided 
to ordain as a monk, leaving behind his wife and children who are working adults and with 
families of their own. Phra Sadi had wanted to fulfil his desire to ordain when he feels he has 
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discharged his familial duties—he felt this was the time when his youngest grandchild reached 
school-going age. Sadi spent almost a month at the monastery as a lay person while waiting for 
his ordination day. He prepared himself for life as a monk by adopting as many of the ascetic 
practices as he could, teaching himself the 227 rules of an ordained monk in this period. He was 
also new to meditation but was convinced that this is the way to liberation and that this is the 
proper duty of a monk following the life of the historical Buddha. There are many monks, 
especially those from the city monasteries, who are more oriented towards scriptural studies, 
rituals and ceremonies and chanting as compared to the type of meditation-oriented monks I am 
looking at. He would wake up at 3am in the morning, go to the morning chanting at 4am, help 
out in the alms round at 5.30am (often carrying bags of food I thought was too much for an old 
man like him), eat only one meal a day, practice walking and sitting meditation for up to 10 
hours a day and sleep as little as 6 hours per night. His routine was the same every day. When he 
became a monk, he added on to this by retreating more into solitude (practicing in his hut), 
appearing only for the alms around and breakfast and chanting when as a lay practitioner, he 
used to practice at the public hall. He was also very diligent in ensuring he keeps his awareness 
when carrying out all other activities in the day when not doing formal practice—brushing his 
teeth, going to the washroom, changing his clothes, eating his food etc. His mindfulness practice 
revealed to him the “truth” of how his mind worked, of the nature of thoughts, of his attachment 
to the past and occupation with the future—he said he often think about the times spent with his 
grandchildren and worry about their futures. Through meditation practice, Phra Sadi came to 
embody mindfulness in the ever present moment. Whenever he meets any obstacles in the 
practice, he shared with me that there is only one solution: practice more and the question will be 
answered by yourself—it seems that the question is interpreted as just another thought that 
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comes and go and is uncontrollable. Phra Sadi’s unshakable faith in the practice to solve his 
problems is shared by many practitioners.  
The commitment to ascetic lifestyle has been illustrated in the stories of Phra Sadi and 
the pianist teacher. They are just a few among the many who are like them in adopting various 
degrees of asceticism in daily life as part of their meditation practice. Through such 
transformations, they adopt alternative religious expressions and interpretations that can 
undermine religious elites’ and institutions’ traditional role in validating experiences and 
emphasis on scriptural authority.  
 
Body Pedagogics, Religious Habitus, and “Meditators’ Habitus”   
For Bourdieu, habitus is conceptualised as routinized habits and dispositions that actors perform 
without knowing what they are doing; a mode of being that is non-reflexive, often taken for 
granted, internalized habits of which allows for socially competent performances in specific 
field(s). My conceptualisation of meditators’ habitus agrees with the routinisation aspect but 
challenges the assumption that actors perform through bodily actions and dispositions without 
knowing what they are doing. Instead, meditators learn and acquire the ability to be aware of 
what they are doing all the time. It is this awareness that enables an understanding of the field 
they are in. The field in question here is the field of Thai Buddhism and could also be more 
specifically the field of meditation. Each field has its own rules in a game-like system or 
structure for the competition of resources63. Actors’ habitus places them in the field of social 
                                                          
63 In general, this refers to economic, political, cultural and any other type of resources that can advance particular 
interests and agendas. For the field of Thai Buddhism, resources in the form of symbolic capital are central to the 
distribution of power in the network of objective relations between objective positions defined within the field. 
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positions and power relations. But actors can also strategize their movement in the field. Richard 
Jenkin’s interpretation of the concept of field as used by Bourdieu is worth reproducing in whole 
to advance my own point. 
A field, in Bourdieu’s sense, is a social arena within which struggles or 
manoeuvres take place over specific resources or stakes and access to them. … 
The existence of a field presupposes and, in its functioning, creates a belief on the 
part of participants in the legitimacy and value of the [symbolic] capital which is 
at stake in the field. (Jenkins 2002:84-85, emphasis in original) 
Moral authority as a form of symbolic capital, which is also closely linked to economic 
and social capital, has been painfully asserted as the possession of traditional religious elites 
which allows them to make utterances as legitimate and/or Truth. These utterances have real 
implications in shaping and regulating behaviour, attitudes and decisions for Thai Buddhists, 
especially for members of the Sangha. Through cultivation practices, specifically through 
meditation, practitioners learn and acquire a habitus that allows them to challenge the 
legitimation of traditional religious elites’ symbolic capital. Awareness cultivated in every 
moment, provides them with the reflexivity to know the rules of the game and to navigate within 
it to successfully claim for themselves alternative formulations of how to interpret and practice 
Thai Buddhism with the possibilities of reconfiguring the power relations between themselves 
and traditional religious elites.  
The techniques in which practitioners employ may also be analysed as body pedagogics 
(see Mellor and Shilling 2010) involved in producing a particular type of religious habitus. What 
we may refer to as the “meditators’ habitus” consists of a set of embodied dispositions promoting 
particular ways of knowing and acting which shape an orientation to the world. Practitioners 
come to learn through meditation practice—that involves observing and watching all thoughts 
and feelings and bodily sensations without getting involved in them—“bare awareness” or “just 
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knowing” when encountering all phenomena of the body and mind. Practitioners also come to 
develop a particular way of acting—adopting ascetic habits—and non-acting. Practitioners strive 
to merely observe the desires that arise from their minds without translating it into action. When 
anger arises, they adopt an observer role in watching that emotion arise and pass, without 
engaging in angry acts. For the outside observer, meditation practitioners seem to have an 
orientation of indifference to the world. The meditator may end up retreating into solitude, 
retracting from unnecessary social engagements and interest in societal problems and even 
familial interaction. This may be an unintended consequence of the practice. Phra Jim would be 
an example of a practitioner who believes that it is not his job to care about the world, his 
decision to commit to an ascetic life as a monastic is to take care of himself through practice, and 
he reiterated to me in our conversations that if he wanted to care about the outside world, he 
would have stayed as a lay person to take care of his family first.  
However, not all practitioners will necessarily adopt such an indifferent orientation to the 
world and society. Aachaan Paisal believes that practitioners should develop more compassion 
from their practice and not more selfishness; he feels that practitioners can still do their part in 
contributing to social issues such as environmental work and social welfare. The difference, for 
him, is that meditation practitioners ought to have integrated spirituality with social engagement 
such that they do not allow themselves to be overly attached to the results especially when it 
doesn’t go their way. He advocates a way of acting such that practitioners do what they can and 
need to without being overly disturbed by good or bad results. Scholars of Buddhism such as 
Sarah Shaw (2006) have also argued for interpretations of Buddhist teachings on meditation to 
be consistent with social engagement in the world.  
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The way the Buddha taught meditation was not intended to encourage people to 
ignore the world or closet themselves away, as is sometimes thought, but, with the 
mindfulness that is constantly enjoined, to be aware of it and participate in it more. 
(P. 4, emphasis mine) 
 
While practitioners may choose either social engagement and/or indifference in the 
world, meditation practice does promote a visible way of knowing and acting—with mindfulness 
and equanimity—among my informants. It is not predetermined that meditators’ will definitely 
retreat from engaging in social issues. The monastery has had a history of social engagement in 
community development and environmental activism; Luang Por Khamkhian and Aachaan 
Paisal were considered to be developmental monks or socially engaged monks. Regardless of 
their decisions to remain socially engaged or to adopt a more indifferent attitude towards worldly 
issues, practitioners internalize the logic of mindfulness, extending it to their everyday life and 
behaviour. In sum, practitioners can use meditation as a tool and resource to pursue socially 
engaged Buddhist goals and projects that differ from mainstream Thai Theravada Buddhism’s 
heavy emphasis on intellectual study.   
 
WRAPPING UP: TECHNOLOGIES AND TECHNE OF THE SELF?    
Foucault (1988:18) talks about four types of technologies human beings use to understand 
themselves: (1) technologies of production, (2) technologies of sign systems, (3) technologies of 
power, and (4) technologies of the self. It is the last of this which I turn my attention to. 
Following Foucault, technologies of the self “permits individuals to effect by their own means or 
with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, 
conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of 
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happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality (Foucault 1988:18, emphasis mine).” 
Meditation practitioners pursue a state of happiness, understood as liberation from suffering; and 
they do work through their bodies—subjecting themselves to various ascetic practices along the 
way64.    
In addition to the analysis of meditation practice and cultivation of mindfulness as 
techniques of the body and technologies of the self, I would like to also point to Heidegger’s 
conception of “techne” as “art”—“defined as the capacity for disclosing something, for bringing 
it forth, for letting it be seen (Zimmerman 1990:229)”—to emphasize practitioners’ religious 
agency in “artistic disclosure” of truth and their identities. Zimmerman has this to say in 
explaining Heidegger’s interpretation of the Greek word “techne”: 
For the Greeks, techne meant both the event of bringing something into the open, 
and the know-how required for accomplishing that disclosure. Authentic 
producing, then, properly understood in terms of the Greek insight, involves 
disclosing something appropriately, letting it come forth into its own, bringing it 
into the arena of accessibility, letting it lie forth as something established stably for 
itself. To “pro-duce” something means to lead it forth (pro-ducer), to release it so 
that it can manifest itself and linger in presence in its own way. (P. 230, emphasis 
in original) 
Transposed to the context of meditation practitioners, their application of mindfulness in 
everyday life and all activities they are engaged in does not produce what is not believed to be 
already there. They are involved in letting “true selves” come forth naturally. The contradiction 
seemingly comes in their realizations that this self is really a non-self. In what we can refer to as 
                                                          
64 Beyond Foucault, anthropologists (such as Lambek 2010, Pandian 2008, High 2013 among others) dealing with 
the realm of ethics, especially in those works related to projects concerning the ethical cultivation of the self, have 
also contributed nuanced insights to the understanding of project of ethics and freedom amidst scriptural and 
structural constraints in diverse religious traditions such as Jainism, Hinduism and Islam. Future research 
employing cross-cultural comparison of projects in ethical cultivation of the self would be interesting to further our 
understanding of possibilities of human freedom in various parts of the world (see Laidlaw 2002).  
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“techne of the self,” practitioners work through their bodies and mind in the context of everyday 
life mundane activities to bring forth the truth of their (non-)selves.  
As part of deploying these techniques of the body and technologies of the self, this 
chapter has demonstrated the individual means by which practitioners use to transform 
themselves so as to attain a state of “liberation,” non-attachment and non-self. In the past, a 
monk is usually necessary to provide meditation instructions, closely supervising the practitioner 
and validating the latter’s experience and attainment through claims to being the authority in 
textual knowledge or expertise derived from his monastic status. The type of meditation practice 
this thesis studied, alongside other mass meditation movements, offer the possibilities of 
undermining this meditating role of the monastic institution. The religious legitimacy of 
traditional religious elites is challenged and re-negotiated. Practitioners contest official religious 
authorities through their everyday religious/spiritual practices.     
While generating and acquiring a “meditators’ habitus”, the embodied techniques 
employed by practitioners through individual effort do not in itself produce Buddhist selves and 
identity. Practitioners have to learn how to interpret their experiences, how to behave and it is a 
community effort in recognizing the accomplished meditators. This may seem contradictory to 
the spontaneity of practice and habitus we have seen thus far, but it is important to note that the 
experiential aspects of practice are communicated in verbal articulation especially during the 
interactions between student and teachers or between the interested observer and the 
practitioner65. The experiential aspects of practice are thus mediated through the development of 
                                                          
65 Unless we are talking about “pure hermits” who are totally enstranged from the outside world, living in total 
solitude. Their enlightenment, if attained, is only known to themselves. This is similar to the Buddhist distinction 
between the two types of Buddhas: Samyaksambuddhas teaches others after their own enlightenment, 
pratyekabuddhas do not teach after attaining enlightenment, living like hermits.    
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a community, with shared understanding of acceptable behaviour, interpretations and so on. In 
challenging the authority and legitimacy of the traditional religious elites and their model of 
practicing or interpreting Thai Buddhism, practitioners also re-construct new limitations for 
themselves in the alternative ways of practicing Thai Buddhism. The tension and contradiction 
between structure and agency is hence set in motion, constantly offering possibilities for the 
challenging of existing legitimacy, a breakaway in search for new forms of legitimacy and 
authority, the institutionalization and establishment of these alternative forms and finally comes 





A Community of Practitioners: The Reconfiguration and Reproduction of Faith 
 
Just as there are theological distinctions between Mahayanese Buddhists and Theravada 
Buddhists66, there are also distinctions made between forest monks and city monks, and in 
Thailand also that between Thammayut and Mahanikai lineages. Perhaps we could now identify 
another distinction of those who are engaged in meditation practice as their focus and those who 
are not. These distinctions—as with most other taxonomies—do not necessarily fit actual 
practices of Thai Theravada Buddhists. However, I think there may be some value to distinguish 
what we may call “meditative Buddhists” from “scholarly Buddhists,” “socially engaged 
Buddhists,” and “magical Buddhists.” It is the “meditative Buddhists’” identity and community 
that I have explored in greater detail to understand and explain the motivations as well as the 
bodily techniques involved in choosing this particular mode of asceticism. 
Following Mellor and Shilling’s (2010) conception of religious habitus—“as contingent 
outcomes of religious practices and beliefs (p. 30)”—the “meditators’ habitus” does not 
automatically or necessarily reproduce the environment in which it is forged. The ways in which 
practitioners reinterpret rules and resources of conventional Buddhist teachings can to various 
degrees transform the meanings behind religious action and offer alternative identities to that of 
state-sponsored scholarly type Thai Theravada Buddhism. Nonetheless, practitioners do exist as 
                                                          
66 Gombrich (2006) has shown that these distinctions are initially a result of differences in the interpretations of 
the vinaya code and monks’ grouping according to the ways they practice it. This is indicated by who they would 
recite the Patimohka with twice a month. Gomrich argued that the more philosophical and doctrinal distinctions 
debated between the laity is a recent modern development while recognizing that this distinction is now a matter 
for both laity and Sangha whereas it was only a matter of concern for the latter in the past.    
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part of a wider Thai Buddhist family and community. This community includes both saffron-clad 
members of the Buddhist Sangha, and lay Buddhists who are dedicated to serving these 
monastics, or simply lay practitioners there for their own pursuit of salvation. The meditation 
practice is facilitated through a community which structures the teacher-student relationship, the 
monastic-laity relationship and also the expectations and norms surrounding recognition as 
meditators—both accomplished and beginners. These expectations and norms are sometimes 
organized into a hierarchy, with rules and regulations that governs and shapes how practitioners 
learn and develop mindfulness. At the same time, this community re-establishes the faith in Thai 
Buddhism among Thai Buddhists through offering an alternative model—one that allows for 
individual practitioners to bypass the monastic institution to verify their attainment and 
interpretation—for practicing Buddhism in response to the perceived moral crisis in Thai 
Buddhism.        
 
A COMMUNITY OF PRACTITIONERS  
The monastery is run by monastics, laity and mae chis—females who ordain as “nuns” but who 
only keep 10 precepts and not the full 227 rules of the fully ordained monks. The monastery 
operates with a clear division of labour along gender lines. Mae Chis are assigned the domestic 
domain of the kitchen and lodgings—taking care of logistics, ensuring sufficient supplies of 
necessities. Monks help out in the maintenance of pumps and electrical lines. The cleaning of the 
monastery is shared by the entire community. Lay people and mae chis also help out in 
managing the monastery funds. Senior monks are in charge of the teaching duties during courses 
and retreats. The conduct of chanting sessions and rituals remain the sole domain of the monks. 
The division of labour is also accompanied with a clear hierarchy that puts monks at the top and 
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laity at the bottom. Religious roles also dictate the superiority of monks’ status over and above 
the mae chis and laity. The latter two pay deference to the monks and are obliged to serve by 
taking care of them and their needs. Administratively, the abbot tries to ensure the entire 
community participates in decision making by setting up a meeting between the mae chi, the 
senior monks and a few key lay persons such as Luang Por Khamkhian’s “secretary” (more of 
upasaka and upasika67) at least once every two months.  
The community is geared towards facilitating meditation practice; lay and monastic 
practitioners alike have told me several times they experience the place as an “open university”; 
a community that is structured but flexible in allowing practitioners find their own path in 
Buddhism. All the resources are expanded to allow as many people as possible to learn the 
practice—either at their own pace or through intensive retreats organized around the year. 
Numerous huts are built for both laity and monastics. A substantial portion of donations is used 
for preparing the daily free meals, and offering a relaxed environment where practitioners can 
choose not to engage in traditional roles so as to focus on their practice. For example, mae chis 
can excuse themselves from kitchen duties for periods of time to focus on their practice. Senior 
monks are also readily available for consultations.  
Teaching meditation is usually the domain of monks in the monastery, although anyone 
who has practiced enough and has experience could technically mentor or share their experiences 
with new practitioners or less experienced ones. Practitioners acknowledge teachers based on 
perceived meditation attainment and experience. Some teacher-monks also practice delegating 
                                                          
67 During the Buddha’s time, he allowed for lay helpers to serve the monastics in response, these lay helpers were 
either voluntary or could also be slaves donated by powerful patrons such as Kings and landlords. The terms 
Upasaka here refer to “attendants” or lay devotee and Upasika is the feminine term. In today’s context, it is used 
to refer to persons who are especially pious and dedicate their lives to attending to the Sangha in monasteries.  
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some teaching duties to accomplished lay practitioners, usually to guide the beginners. The role 
of the teacher is an important one in a religious community focused on meditation. Students’ 
faith in the teacher’s ability68 is not defined through claims to scriptural authority or status 
reflected through levels of pali examinations passed or number of titles bestowed by the state or 
monarchy. Instead, students’ faith in teachers is based on and strengthened the more they are 
convinced of the teachers’ possession of revealed knowledge (in contrast to acquired knowledge 
from scriptural study) through meditation experience and attainments. A teacher, for many 
practitioners, is one who is able to guide them through obstacles—based on their own rich 
experience—and encourage them to continue their practice. Practitioners insist that teachers can 
only guide and encourage but they have to practice for themselves to gain self-knowledge and 
insights in the Buddhist principles of impermanence, dissatisfaction and non-self.  
I think teachers are important, because when you start meditation, you will need to 
learn how to practice. If you learn from internet it is ok but it is not the best way, 
the best way is from an experienced person and when you practice for a while, you 
will experience some problems so you will like to talk to someone so maybe 
teacher will answer and also motivate to you while you practice. (Phra Pom, 
Personal Interview) 
oh, very important. you have to find the right teacher to guide you because you 
know ok to I am here to get enlightenment but I know there are many ways to go 
to enlightenment, but if you go to the wrong way like out of the way, you won’t 
get anywhere. If you go to the wrong way, even if you work hard to get there it is 
just more like far from the point but if you get the right way even if you are slow 
you can get there finally (Pii Kim, Personal Interview) 
The practitioners quoted above echo their convictions in having a teacher to guide one 
through the doubts and questions arising from practice. There are also practitioners who are 
convinced that meditation masters possess supernatural abilities by virtue of their meditative 
prowess and that they can use these powers to help their students. Mae Chi Nat shared with me 
                                                          
68 Although, if the teacher happened to be bestowed such titles and possess such accreditation, it is not 
uncommon for their disciples to take pride in it and see it as a reaffirmation of their teachers’ spiritual depth.  
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that she believes meditation masters are able to know which stage students are at, what obstacles 
they are facing—so as to offer appropriate advice—and even to the point of what they are 
thinking, suggestive of mind-reading abilities. However, she quickly added that because monks 
are not supposed to reveal their supernatural powers, they do not affirm this in public 
(interestingly, some Thai monks continue claiming the possession of supernatural powers such as 
the magical means to make powerful amulets).  
As mentioned earlier, practitioners engage in “prestigious imitation” of those who they 
have faith in. For the meditation practitioners, they develop faith in teachers believed to be 
worthy based on their meditative experience and attainments. Their behavioural and attitudinal 
dispositions are then taken to be models for students to learn and follow. Phra Jim told me he 
would observe how Luang Por Khamkhian behave and react in different situations. For example, 
when Luang Por makes a slip in public, does he make a big fuss about it—which may be due to 
the ego feeling embarrassed—or does he appear to quickly come back to awareness, dust himself 
off and continue as normal. Phra Jim’s progress in the practice is hence built upon imitating 
Luang Por, a teacher he places great faith in.  
 
WATCHING YOURSELF AND BEING WATCHED 
Lay practitioners come to expect monastic practitioners to dutifully follow their vinaya code of 
227 rules; exhibiting their moral virtues in every action, thought and speech they engage in. Lay 
practitioners also strive to behave in ways that are thought to be appropriate for people who have 
practiced meditation. Monastics are especially judged based on their behaviour all the time, to 
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determine if they are “good” monks and also to assess if they embody the fruits of meditative 
experiences. Practitioners are thus engaged in a process of self-policing within the community.  
Phra Pii often shared with me during our conversations that he feels part of the difficulty 
in being a monk was in keeping to the 227 rules. He felt that monks were always being watched, 
always being judged. During his two month ordination period, Phra Pii took special care to 
“behave” in public in a way that is acceptable to the laity. He said that in the mornings before 
breakfast, he would try to avoid being seen “chit-chatting” too much with the other monks at the 
back of the hall. When eating his breakfast, he took care also to ensure that he systematically eat 
his food exhibiting mindfulness in accordance with the 227 rules governing how a monk should 
behave in public view. Phra Pii spoke with a certain pride when he shared that lay practitioners 
had gone up to him and asked him if he will stay on to be a monk for long as they feel that he is a 
good monk. That was when he realized he was constantly watched.  
We can reflect on the complexity involved in structure and agency limiting and enabling 
social actors. Rules and regulations can both constrain and enable action (cf. Giddens 1984), 
with practitioners employing technologies of the self (cf. Foucault 1988) to practice self-
governance and autonomy in conduct. In the process they also (re)construct an identity they find 
acceptable. Phra Pii was well aware of the surveillance and chose to conform to the role and 
behavioural expectations by watching himself. There is an unspoken but normative view what 
appropriate behaviour is for monks, and especially for those who practice meditation. These 
norms which re-construct new identities that act as new constraints to interpretations and 
behaviour extend to lay practitioners as well.     
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Laypeople are also being watched by members of the community—including monks, 
nuns and laity—to assess if they are serious in their intent to meditate at the monastery. Phra Jim 
will go around observing those who do not practice diligently, engage in social conversations too 
much or even helping out in the kitchen too much; he will then talk to these individuals and 
encourage them to focus on practicing more. During the morning breakfast, laypeople who come 
to the monastery are also watched to see if they are mindful in taking and eating their food. 
It is now useful to revisit Foucault’s conceptualization of technologies of the self which 
was discussed in the previous chapter. Following Foucault, technologies of the self “permits 
individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations 
on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform 
themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or 
immortality (Foucault 1988:18, emphasis mine).” I argue that it is not “to effect by their own 
means or with the help of others” but is “and.” The last chapter demonstrated how meditation 
practitioners employed self-discipline through their own means and effort. However, the “help of 
others” is also equally important for understanding the (re)production of practitioners’ 
subjectivities here. By subjectivities, I follow Ortner’s (2005) articulation that it refers to  
… the ensemble of modes of perception, affect, thought, desire, fear, and so 
forth that animate acting subjects. But I always mean as well the cultural and 
social formations that shape, organize, and provoke those modes of affect, 
thought and so on. (P. 31, emphasis mine)  
Here, I direct attention to cultural and social formations. Practitioners internalise the set 
of dispositions expected of them as either monks or as lay practitioners. The cultural and social 
formations include established norms about how monks and lay people should behave, especially 
in a monastery setting. These are norms derived from mainstream Buddhism, Thai culture and 
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also norms which emerge specific for the community of meditation practitioners itself—e.g. 
practicing for long hours throughout the day when at the monastery to demonstrate one’s 
diligence and sincerity. Even beyond the monastery setting, for lay practitioners who “practice,” 
they are expected to be calm and measured in action and speech—e.g. when taking food and 
interacting with others.  
Practitioners are policed and they are expected to self-police their own personal and 
social conduct—“naturally” so given that they are supposed to be cultivating mindfulness and 
awareness of their every thought, action and speech. But the policing should not be seen as 
necessarily only negative and constraining for practitioners. It can be productive and “positive,” 
in inspiring and helping the practitioners reach the state of perfection they desire. That is why 
some practitioners share with me their conviction that the monastery offers an environment 
conducive for the practice; teachers and fellow practitioners are present to ensure practitioners—
especially beginners—do not slack off. The subjectivities (re)produce the meditator’s habitus, an 
internalization of a system of dispositions in walking, speaking, acting, feeling, and so on. This is 
an alternative and sometimes a contestation against the scholarly dispositions and focus 
demanded of mainstream Thai Theravada Buddhism.  
  
PHRA FARANGS AND FAITH IN THE TEACHINGS 
At Sugato, “foreign’ monks are commonplace. Foreign monks here refer to non-Thai ordained 
monks, either ordained at Sugato or at other monasteries. The term Phra Farang in a strict sense 
should refer only to “Western” monks, “whites” or “Caucasians” just as the term Farang69 is used 
                                                          
69 An even stricter usage is the reservation of the term for only the French.  
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conventionally in Thai society. At the monastery, other Asian monks are referred to as Phra 
“Nationality”, e.g. Phra Sri Lankan, Phra Jin (Chinese). I was referred to as Phra Singapore for 
the period when I was ordained. However, I have also heard Phra Farang being used 
categorically for any non-Thai monk, and this is how I use the term in this thesis. Aachaan Sen—
one of the senior monks at the monastery—jokes about this place becoming “Wat pa Nanachat” 
(a well-known international forest monastery set up by Aachaan Chah to accommodate his then 
increasing foreign visitors seeking ordination), and many other Thai visitors telling me this place 
should be called Sugato International. This usually occurs after they find out I am not Thai, and 
usually with a certain sense of shock I must say (these are times when I reckon I have blended 
very well into the community).  
Sugato has had a history of foreign monks’ residence. But the number has increased 
recently with the number of foreign lay visitors increasing too. The third or fourth in hierarchy at 
the monastery now is Phra Aachaan Yuki, a Japanese monk who came to Sugato about 25 years 
ago, initially planning to ordain as part of his masters thesis research into development monks for 
a short 3 month period. He is now a highly respected monk as part of Sugato’s set up, continuing 
to live a simple forest life in a small and old kuti, having refused multiple offers from locals to 
refurnish it. Aachaan Yuki goes back to Japan every now and then. He has told me in an informal 
interview that Japanese people are experiencing high levels of stress—and that there are many 
people who have committed suicide as a result of the pressure. Aachaan Yuki believes that he 
can help them and has been writing books about meditation and protecting the mind in Japanese. 
He also conducts courses and gives talks whenever he returns to Japan.  
Then there is Aachaan Charles, who followed Luang Por Khamkhian on his trips to 
Singapore to teach in the 1980s and 1990s. Another well-known foreign monk who is a disciple 
105 
 
of Luang Por Khamkhian, Aachaan Tone, is now in Sri Lanka only because his visa was not 
renewed by the authorities in Thailand. Aachaan Tone only started learning Luang por Teean’s 
technique when he met Luang Por Khamkhian. This was when he (Aachaan Tone) was already a 
monk for some time. He then practiced under Luang Por Khamkhian. These monks are all highly 
respected in the monastery and indeed in Thailand too. The salience of foreign monks is also 
found in other Thai meditation traditions, including Aachaan Sumedho, Jitsayaro, Mitsuoke etc. 
The interest in them among the local followers and practitioners is also high, with dhamma talks 
and books—written and/or spoken competently in Thai—made readily accessible to the laity. 
When I talked to the lay practitioners at Sugato, many mentioned these monks with reverence for 
their practice and perceived attainments from meditation experiences.  
The interest in foreign monks also extends to scandals as was clearly evident when news 
broke out about Aachaan Mitsuoke who disrobed after 38 years of ordination. The news shocked 
many people and everyone in the monastery was talking about it, speculating the reasons for his 
decision. Many came to the conclusion that he could not resist the temptation of lust and 
disrobed; apparently he shortly wedded a Thai lady after he disrobed. Pii Wirote shared with me 
that Aachaan Mitsuoke no longer teaches as he has lost a great deal of respect and faith among 
his former followers.  
Practitioners shared with me their conviction that sugato is one of the few monasteries 
where meditation practice is the focus for monkhood. They feel that meditation monks in this 
sense are of a “better quality” than the city monks whom are perceived to be more susceptible to 
living in comfort and other immoral temptations.  
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The current generation of foreign monks at Sugato are mainly from China and Sri Lanka. 
Luang Por Khamkhian, Aachaan Paisal, Aachaan Nod, Aachaan Tomb and a few other senior 
monks had all visited countries abroad in their invitations to teach dhamma elsewhere. From 
these visits, many foreigners followed them back, some of them already monks when they came 
over, some coming over to ordain. Even those who were ordained in the Mahayana tradition, 
reordained in the Theravada traditions.  
While there are some foreign monks who are not so popular among the local monastics, 
this is primarily due to their difficulties in learning Thai language, forming a communication 
barrier. For many of those who do learn and speak Thai well, they form a special bond and 
receive much recognition among the faithful and the establishment. This is especially so if they 
were deemed to be serious in practice and perceived to have attained certain levels of 
accomplishment, competent to teach. Master Arch is one such example. Master Arch arrived at 
Sugato at the recommendation of Aachaan Tone, one of Luang Por Khamkhian’s well-known 
and respected disciples. While Master Arch maintained a low profile in his first two years, 
choosing to focus on practicing well, he has now started to take up more responsibilities for the 
monastery, being sent as a representative of the monastery for a national and royalty sponsored 
project that aims to train developmental monks—only 30 monks were selected around the 
country and Master Arch is the only foreign monk in the project.   
Luang Por Khamkhian is very kind and open towards receiving and ordaining anyone 
who is interested to enter the community and practice. The acceptance of foreign monks not only 
increases international appeal, as they spread the word around and attract even more fellow 
countrymen to visit and practice, it also serves to strengthen the faith of local believers and 
practitioners. Practitioners would often bring up Luang Por Teean’s colourful travelling stories to 
107 
 
many countries teaching the dhamma. One such story that often comes up is his visit to 
Singapore and teaching a few Singaporeans despite their inability to understand each other’s 
language. It reaffirms in people’s heart that the dhamma is one language that transcends worldly 
conventional languages. That some foreigners decided to stay on and dedicate their lives to 
monkhood and practice also serve as an inspiration to the locals in the practice and religion, with 
many local senior monks sometimes reminding them that Thais are fortunate to have Buddhism 
as a culture but fail to make full use of it to practice meditation. Luang Pii Ah once told me he 
went to see a Buddhist teacher before going to London for studies and this teacher told him that 
he did not need to go anywhere else to search for the answers to his question as the world will 
turn to Thailand and Buddhism very soon.  
I was able to experience this process of strengthening faith—for practitioners in the 
community I lived in—through my own ordination, before, during and after. Before I decided to 
ordain, I already felt that my presence there with other foreigners was used as an opportunity to 
remind the locals that this practice is indeed beneficial as people come from afar to experience 
and taste the dhamma. Aachaan Saai would tell those who came for the retreat that there are so 
many people who came from various countries to Sugato to learn the technique and make use of 
the environment for serious practice. When I decided to seek for ordination, Luang Pii Jim 
announced my decision to everyone during a morning dhamma talk he was asked to give. He 
told them this just a few days before my ordination. I lost count of the number of “Anumottana” 
people said to me as congratulations to the news of my decision. A few Mae Chis expressed their 
great approval. One gave me some English dhamma books and Cds—their recognition of my 
intent as a practitioner. The amount of help I received for my ordination is testament to the 
warmness of the people at the monastery and the joy they share in someone who loves to 
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practice. If anything, I can see that for some of them, they are more inspired to work hard in their 
own practice. In the period I was ordained, I was given the same respect Thai monks received, if 
not more, considering that I am just a new monk. A Thai lady gave me 2000 baht before my 
ordination as a gift to use for the ceremony. Thais generally believe that helping new and to-be 
ordained monks brings them great merit. When I was a monk, I took a lot of care to behave in a 
way befitting of one, well in the knowledge that people are watching and that I had a 
responsibility to help keep their faith intact. Many expected me to follow the footsteps of 
Aachaan Yuki and stay on for good. Indeed, I had the same sentiments. Unfortunately, I shared 
with them that I will have to delay that decision for a bit till I go back and settle some things with 
my family and also complete my Masters. Many even told me to return to Singapore in monk 
robes! When I returned to the monastery six months after I disrobed, I was pleasantly surprised 
and very touched to find that the warmth people rendered to me was intact. The fact that I was 
ordained before became the main legitimizing factor in my interactions on this return trip. People 
who knew me before will tell new people I meet of my previous ordination and I will be quickly 
acknowledged with an anumottana or sadhu. There was an old lady who helps out in the kitchen 
who could not hide her joy at seeing me come back. Many also asked when I will ordain again or 
stay for long. Pii Pen, a friend I made on my return trip, told me he is inspired by my story and 
practice when he was bringing me around various Buddhist meditation centres in Bangkok. He 
told many others (when we met up with other friends) that he “wants to practice like me”. 
Aachaan Sen, as if to crown this somewhat narcissistic observation of mine, said in his morning 
breakfast talk (indeed, in many talks) that I was there for the practice, that that was my purpose 
and that people should learn from it. 
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In sum, ordination is an important mechanism for the continuity of faith among 
practitioners in the life and teachings of the historical Buddha. This is especially so when foreign 
monks exhibit their diligence and commitment to meditation practice. The monks are expected to 
be role models in their meditation practice and moral purity. The laity’s faith increases when 
they feel that the monk is pure and moral due to his meditation practice. The laity also strives to 
follow the examples set. Ordination is also an important cultural practice for Thai men as a rite 
of passage into adulthood and also as a means for merit-making to be transferred to their parents. 
Ordaining and deciding to stay on longer than one has initially planned is interpreted to be the 
results of meditation practice and Buddhist teachings; faith in Thai Buddhism is reproduced in 
this way. A community that supports all those who come forth for the practice ensures the 
continuity of this faith. The popularity of meditation practice could in part be explained by this 
support and affirmation from a group of like-minded individuals who convince practitioners that 
what they are doing is following the correct path of Buddhism and is more useful than scriptural 
study for (1) attaining enlightenment, (2) becoming better (moral) persons and (3) dealing with 
worldly problems.  
 
LEARNING FROM NATURE 
There was once when Aachaan Paisal hosted a group of foreigners on a study trip of Thai 
Buddhism and conservation. One of the activities we did was to bring these visitors for a solitary 
retreat in the forest for about three hours—each participant was left to meditate on their own, 
about 100 metres apart from each other. Aachaan Paisal briefed them before and after the activity 
on the benefits of spending time with nature—he shared with them that we can learn from the 
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forest conditions about the nature of how things are. The forest, for Aachaan Paisal, was both a 
dangerous place—full of unknown animals and wildlife—while also a place of peace and quiet 
that can provide shelter to those who seek refuge. Many of the participants shared how they 
realise they have been neglecting this relationship with nature. One participant who had short 
attention span issues throughout her life was surprised with herself being able to complete the 
three hours without any problems. These participants learn to rediscover their spirituality and 
seek peacefulness from the natural environment provided by the forest.   
But this space—both the forest and the monastery—is just a transitory one for many, 
especially the lay practitioners. The lay practitioners are taught that the monastery is a place for 
learning, a protected environment much like a learning school for driving. Before the 
practitioners can know how to use what they have learnt and apply it in daily life, they have to 
first learn how to do it. In other words, they need to receive proper guidance in a suitable 
environment to acquire the necessary dispositions so as to use their new found knowledge as an 
effective tool in daily life. One lay practitioner, Khun Chin, a 40-plus year old teacher, shared 
with me his view that the forest environment is a good place for city people to go for retreat and 
get back in touch with nature. He said that “once in a while we should spend some time in the 
forest”—away from the distractions of a modern lifestyle filled with work commitments and 
technological reliance. Many practitioners see the environment offered by the forest monastery 
to be a convenient one for intensive practice and learning but are in consensus that it is not 
necessary for one to be such an environment to practice, rather one should be able to practice 
anywhere and anytime. While the forest environment may not be a sufficient or necessary 
condition for meditation, practitioners are more in consensus that the “homely feel” the 
monastery and its community offers has greatly facilitated their learning and practice. They 
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attribute this to Luang Por Khamkhian for actively building this home as a safe oasis for those 
who are seeking the truth.  
 
MOVING HOME  
The monastery was likened to a “second home” by many practitioners, and for some it was their 
“new or real home.” Luang Por also often talked about Sugato being their home; that they have 
moved home. For some, like Pii Kim, they were told to stay at the monastery as their home. Pii 
Kim suffers from depression; she actively sought for a solution and came upon meditation. She 
decided to stay on at the monastery when Luang Por Khamkhian suggested to her she should do 
that to deal with her illness. Now that she has been at the monastery for almost two years, she 
feels that this is now her second home, and even though she has a potentially rewarding career in 
veterinary science, she has no plans to leave life in the monastery as a lay person.     
During my ordination, I was told that I have moved home, that the Buddha is now my 
father, the Dhamma my mother and the Sangha my brothers. The family is complete. Many 
practitioners I spoke to felt the same way. This sense of family and community is constructed as 
a result of multiple factors including the feelings of home attached to living in a peaceful natural 
forest environment, the consistent discourse from the monks and lay people alike in the 
monastery in promoting it as a home, a refugee for people to turn to especially when they are 
feeling lost. At the visitors office—also where the necessities are distributed, a distinctive 
signboard hangs over the reception table, written in both Thai and English are the words from 
Luang Por Khamkhian: “Here there are no strangers, only relatives who have just met.”  
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Phra Jim often talks about “having good friends” when one arrives at the monastery, 
especially for beginners. He believes that a practitioner would be lucky to have at least one such 
“good friend”—whom he defines as one who encourages the practitioner to focus on practicing. 
For Phra Jim and many other practitioners I spoke to, “good friends” are not limited to fellow lay 
practitioners, they can also refer to the monastics, especially the monk teachers who guides one 
on his/her meditation path. Indeed, the concept of “good friends” here as used by Phra Jim and 
other practitioners have also been given the Buddhist pali term “kalyāṇa-mitta,” sometimes also 
translated as a “spiritual friend.” “Spiritual friendship” is also supported by interpretations of the 
Pali canon, as observed by Shaw (2006): 
A stress on seclusion in Buddhist texts is constantly balanced by a sense of the 
community: loving-kindness towards the local sangha, the community of monks 
where one is staying, for instance, is recommended by Buddhagosa as a practice 
suitable for everyone; he also suggests the meditation on death (28), with its 
solitary implications, as an accompaniment to this (see Vism III 58). As an 
antidote to each one of the hindrances to meditation, one text recommends contact 
with a good friend and identifies one of the stages in meditation practice when a 
teacher is likely to be needed. (2006:10)    
The importance of having “good friends” points to the communal aspects of Buddhist 
meditation practice, which is not purely an asocial solitary exercise. This spiritual friendship 
binds the practitioners at the monastery together into a community. The monastery is a sacred 
space in which people feel that sense of solidarity, of community, reinforced through daily 
activities and also the lived experience of the practitioners themselves. But beyond these, there is 
also an imagined community that includes all those who practice Buddha’s teachings, especially 
meditation. In sum, the sense of solidarity and kinship among the practitioners—lay and 
Sangha—forms strong familial bonds that strengthen the monastery and the religious order in 





The previous chapter examined how practitioners exercise agency in the ways they used and 
reinterpreted Thai (Theravada) Buddhism in areas such as merit-making, scriptural authority and 
so on to make their everyday religious beliefs and practices meaningful again in the face of 
perceived moral crisis. Meditation is important in empowering practitioners through experiential 
knowledge to challenge the dominance of state-sponsored scripture-centric version of Thai 
Buddhism. In this chapter, I have also examined how meditation practice—often thought of as an 
asocial and solitary activity—has important social dimensions to it. The community of 
practitioners, encompassing the monastery space, the moral rules governing the interactions 
between the practitioners—some monastics, some laity—the teacher-student relationship, the 
pedagogics involved in interpreting meditation experiences according to Buddhist principles and 
so on has significant implications in shaping the production of Buddhist bodies and selves at a 
collective level. Meditation practitioners are engaged in a performance of bodily practices and 
behavioural dispositions according to expected norms and roles as part of the cultivation process 
to actualize enlightenment. This practice generates a form of praxis—a method for realizing the 
truth, a mode of being and orientation that shapes the knowledge, beliefs and behaviour of the 
practitioners—allowing the practitioners to continue acting in the world. In addition, these norms 
and expectations emerging within the community is a result of negotiation with old norms, 
expectations and interpretations. While the practice offers opportunities for the challenging of 
conventional ways of understanding and practicing Thai Buddhism—especially Thai Theravada 
Buddhism of the scholarly-oriented type—it is also inbuilt with a new set of limitations and 
framework for the community engaged in this alternative expression.  
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The next chapter employs the concept of religious agency to frame our discussion of 
meditation practice as an indicator of ongoing religious transformation and relevance in 
contemporary Thailand. In addition, it also allows us to understand and explain the practice of 




Religious Agency: Meditation Practice as Tool of Empowerment 
 
It was after the alms round. I continue my routine: walk bare-foot to the tap, and washed my feet. 
Walking over to the “buffet line”, I emptied my alms bowl full of sticky rice collected from the 
nearby villages, this rice will be reoffered to us later together with the food the kitchen prepares 
every morning—a common practice in big monasteries. I found my spot on the elevated platform 
for monks (usually the far end of the line as the most junior monk according to days and even 
seconds of ordination) and place my bowl and belongings down. I walk to the back of the dining 
hall to adjust my outer robes from fully covered to partially covered (the former whenever we go 
out of the monastery and the latter as a polite dressing with the right shoulder exposed in the 
monastery when there are laity around). And usually after this routine of preparation before 
breakfast, I would have a bit of time left to mingle with the other monks at the back of the hall. 
This is often frowned upon as the laity believes monks should avoid being talkative and gossip. 
We do it anyways. I go join the others at a “massage bed”—converted for use as a bench—placed 
strategically beside a cabinet with newspapers and magazines placed on top. It didn’t matter that 
monks are supposed to avoid entertainment. The other monks are having a lively discussion 
about a news report. The headlines reports about a popular monk caught on circulated footage of 
him driving a jet plane with a fellow monk as his passenger—yes, a private jet plane—with 
designer sunglasses and branded bags. This same monk was also accused of having sexual 
relations with minors and fathering a child—all while he is in the sacred robes. Apparently, such 
scandals are not uncommon and continue to erode the confidence of Thai people in a monastic 
community. This is a community expected to be the last bastion of morality against a decline of 
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traditional morals and values unleashed by rapid economic and social changes that imitates “the 
west.” This “flying monk” is just one of many cases reported of monks going astray—sex 
scandals, corruption, and money embezzlement and so on.  
Many of the practitioners I spoke to seem to be disillusioned about the current moral state 
of Thai Buddhism. This is congruent with the media’s representations of public sentiments in 
relation to the endless high profile scandals monks are involved in (as mentioned in Chapter 1). 
These are times when people yearn for moral guidance—for assurance from a religion believed 
to represent Thai culture and identity. And the monks were supposed to be the moral custodians. 
Institutionalised Thai Theravada Buddhism (administered by a centralized Sangha Council and 
National Office of Buddhism) has strong state ties; the state relies on the former for stability and 
moral legitimacy while Thai Theravada Buddhism relies on the state for patronage. This state-
sponsorship favours a co-opted Sangha, and part of this process involves using titles and 
monetary stipends to place the Sangha under state influence (see Chapter 3). Another strategy 
involves canonization of the teachings, and institutionalising examinations on knowledge of the 
scriptures in Pali. Monks who hold titles and have passed the highest level (level 9) of Pali 
examinations are regarded highly. These scholarly monks are conventionally believed to be the 
ones who have the authority in interpretations of Buddhist texts. This is especially so for the 
Thammayat lineage, set up by then Rama IV King Mongkut to reform the Sangha through a 
rationalization of Thai Theravada Buddhism. But the strong emphasis on merit-making remains 
central to Thai Theravada Buddhism. Most Thai Buddhists believe strongly in “Tam Boon” 
(making merit) as a pathway to salvation. This is in line with a doctrine of reincarnation, 
influenced by Brahmanism. After death, one is reincarnated based on the accumulation of one’s 
karma which can be loosely translated as merits. In its simplest form, it means that the more 
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“good” one do, the more merits one make, and this leads to an assurance of a better future life. 
Acts that involves supporting the basic needs of the Sangha and paying respects and reverence is 
considered to be highly meritorious. The monks are also looked upon to “give precepts.” When 
Thai Buddhists go to the monasteries, especially during important religious days such as 
Buddhist lent, they will usually request the precepts from the monks. Monks are seen as the 
source of morality, and the act of reciting the precepts to the laity is believed to make them 
moral. Rituals are also the exclusive domain of the Sangha. From simple chanting and blessings 
for everyday life to complex rituals, the monks are indispensable for their expertise in presiding 
over these ceremonies and rituals. At the level of popular Thai Buddhism, monks are also experts 
in magic—for example, the production of magical amulets to ward off malicious evils or to 
welcome prosperity and good health. In sum, the Thai Sangha has conventionally been regarded 
to be the legitimate guardians of Buddhist teachings and morality. They are armed with scriptural 
authority, often making distinguished careers by investing a lot of time and effort into years of 
Pali training and passing the examinations.  
One look at the increasing discontentment among the Thai public in news reports, 
forums, commentaries, and other online media platforms suggest that there is a (perceived) crisis 
in Thai Buddhism today—and indeed for the past few decades (reports of which were mentioned 
in chapter 1; also see Kitiarsa 2008). Thai Buddhists are increasingly losing confidence in their 
culture and religion to provide them with the wisdom and guidance to live in modern society 
believed to be declining in traditional morals and values. A sense of urgency of this situation is 
only increased by the suffering experienced by many in their modern working life. Their 
personal troubles and social problems are intertwined and state-sponsored Buddhism does not 
seem to be capable of providing a solution or refugee some Thai Buddhists seek and would find 
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meaningful. It is probably far from the kind of personal religious experience (often mystical in 
nature as opposed to the rational intellectual variant) or peace of mind some followers yearn for. 
Various movements within Buddhism have emerged to respond to the situation, the 
Dhammakaya and Santi Asoke movements come to mind, as do the other types of “magical” 
Thai Buddhism. The resilience of popular Thai Buddhism also offers devotees an alternative to 
state-sponsored, scholarly-centric and institutional forms of Buddhism. Meditation movements 
such as Luang Por Teean’s tradition emerge from this milieu of competing messages and claims 
to being the (only) “true/real/authentic” path.  
 
GOING AGAINST THE FLOW: LUANG POR TEEAN’S STORY 
Many of my informants are inspired by Luang Por Teean’s journey to liberation. They are drawn 
to his charismatic blend of self-assured confidence and compassion to help others know 
themselves and the truth.  
My first visit to the monastery of three days first introduced me to Luang Por Teean’s 
teachings. My understanding of meditation used to be an image of a practitioner with eyes closed 
in deep contemplation. I also held the conventional understanding that meditation involves 
freeing oneself of all thoughts and distraction experience perfect concentration and ultimate 
bliss. I recall an incident with a practitioner during one of the group meditation practice 
conducted simultaneously with dhamma talks given by senior monks. I did the closed eyes 
meditation during this talk. He told me that my technique was “not good” and that I should learn 
the moving hands technique. I found it extremely awkward to move my hands in the 14-step 
rhythmic movements.  
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After my first meeting with the abbot during this three day stay, he passed me a 
collection of dhamma talks he and Luang Por Khamkhian (one of Luang Por Teean’s senior 
disciples) gave in the United States of America a decade or so ago, compiled and translated into 
English. It was in this book that I first learnt about Luang Por Teean’s history. In these talks that 
Luang Por Khamkhian and sometimes Aachaan Paisal gave, they would make references to the 
life story of Luang Por Teean to explicate a point about how to overcome obstacles during 
meditation practice. They did not talk much about what meditation is (or what it led to)—this 
was left to the practitioners to find out for themselves. Subsequently, when I went back to the 
monastery for my main fieldwork, his story became more and more familiar to me. Teachers I 
consulted would talk about his life to demonstrate how we can cope with the obstacles we have. 
Dhamma talks would play his recorded audio tapes in which we would hear Luang Por Teean 
talking about his own life story and experiences. Books found in the library and passed down 
from the Aachaans themselves also gave me more insights into his world. Most people I spoke to 
at the monastery also knew about Luang Por Teean’s extensive travels to Singapore, Malaysia 
and the region to teach the dynamic meditation technique.   
A brief examination of his life history and philosophy reveals the uniqueness of this 
meditation technique—it is sometimes alleged to be unorthodox and a deviation from accepted 
techniques taught by the historical Buddha. In response to the allegations, practitioners have 
argued for it to be consistent with the general principles of Buddhist meditation—specifically the 
teachings on the four foundations of mindfulness found in the canons. More importantly, Luang 
Por Teean’s philosophy contested the dominant state-sponsored scholarly-oriented Thai 
Buddhism while also showing clear disdain for the superstitious beliefs and practices rooted in 
folk (and popular) Thai Buddhism. Luang Por Teean represented one of the major traditions of 
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Thai Buddhist meditation movement today, the others include the Dhammakaya tradition, 
Buddhadasa’s anapanasati tradition, Aachaan Chah (from lineage of forest monk Aachaan Mun) 
and also the secular but Buddhist influenced S.N. Goenka’s Vipassana method, among others. 
All these other major traditions may be viewed as representing and offering different ways of 
using meditation for practitioners to construct strategies of action in response to the perceived 
moral crisis in Thai Buddhism. 
In books that consolidate his teachings throughout his life, it is often mentioned that 
Luang Por Teean is different from other Buddhist teachers as he speaks from direct experience, 
seldom relying on scriptural quotes and authority. His dhamma talks were usually delivered in 
his native Lao language in the early years of teaching. He only learnt how to speak and write 
central Thai about 13 to 14 years before he passed away.  
Luang Por Teean—whose real name was Pun Indapiw, but called Por Teean (Por here 
means father; Father of Teean) as it is customary for people living in his hometown to call 
someone according to their first born child’s name—had little education and became a merchant 
for a living. Since young, he had been interested in Buddhism and was ordained as a novice 
under the tutelage of his uncle. During his novice days and first ordination (at the age of 20, and 
for six months), he learnt how to chant, to read some scriptures, some magical practices such as 
incantations and also some meditation practice following the breath while reciting the syllable 
“Bud-dho.” This early education in Buddhism set him up for future practice, but he disrobed to 
return to lay life and work. As a successful merchant and village leader, he was dedicated to 
making merits through donations and organizing big religious ceremonies. However, he 
remained unsatisfied with the results of merit making which he felt did not reduce his suffering, 
he was particularly disturbed that he was still very much affected by anger and delusions. Armed 
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with great determination, he decided to set out in search for the truth; he had a rough idea that 
meditation would be the way to go. He made preparations for his family, and after the age of 
forty, set forth in search for teachers to find and learn about the truth—the Buddhist 
understanding of truth as suffering, the cause of suffering and the way to the liberation from 
suffering. He practiced various forms of meditation, both tranquillity and insight meditation 
techniques.  
The decisive period came when he went to practice the “dting-ning-meditation”—a form 
of meditation involving movement of the arms while using words to label the acts, specifically 
“dting” (start) and “ning” (stop). He went on to modify this technique by discarding the labelling 
process and only using bare awareness when making the movements. After a sustained period of 
intensive practice, he was believed to have reached the end of suffering. Much of the story about 
this period when he realized the truth has to do with “direct knowledge and experience” as 
opposed to “knowing from scriptures.” After he realized the Dhamma, Luang Por Teean then 
went home and taught his family members. He also tried to teach his relatives and fellow 
villagers, many of whom initially taught he went crazy for his wayward views on conventional 
popular Buddhist practices. As he felt that he could reach out to a wider audience more 
effectively as a monk. He ordained again for the second time in 1960 with the blessings of his 
wife. It was said that as a monk, people still perceived his teachings to be unorthodox and he was 
even suspected to be a communist at one point of time as he taught his followers to give up 
certain conceptions of conventional practices such as merit-making and receiving precepts. 
These practices were considered to be important Thai customs and traditions supporting a social 
system based on hierarchy requiring unquestioned obedience from masses for its reproduction. 
As a monk, he continued teaching his technique and guided practitioners to eliminate suffering 
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until he passed away in 1988. Luang Por Teean’s life remains an example to practitioners of his 
meditation technique—who hold aspirations to reaching the same truth as he did.  
 
CHALLENGING SCRIPTURAL AUTHORITY 
Luang Por Teean’s teachings are centred around the emphasis on practice to gain experiential 
knowledge over scholarly understanding gained through scriptural study70. This is epitomized in 
one of his advice: “Go for it! Don’t rely on scriptures; the scriptures are within oneself (Luang 
Por Teean 2009:79).” And judging by the level of commitment and perseverance required as 
described in the previous section, the experiential knowledge gained is greatly cherished by 
practitioners who regain confidence in Buddhism and more importantly, in themselves to reduce 
suffering.   
Phra One is one of many practitioners whose understanding and contact with Buddhism 
before intensive practice at Sugato used to be centred on cultural norms such as merit-making 
practices, scriptural study and some basic experience with meditation. The experiential 
knowledge he gained through meditation practice at Sugato helped him to regain confidence in 
using Buddhism to deal with everyday problems and improve his mind. When deciding on which 
monastery to go to, he had made a list of monasteries which focused on meditation practice and 
chose Sugato as it was a monastery that made him feel most at home. He did not want to choose 
                                                          
70 It sometimes appear (ironically) as if Luang Por Teean’s teachings and biography (codified in books since his 
passing away) are like scriptures themselves. However, scripturally-oriented Thai Theravada Buddhism encourages 
an intellectual study of the scriptures to gain knowledge, interpretations and insights about Buddhist teachings. On 
the contrary, Luang Por Teean’s “scriptures” encourage practitioners to move away from such scholarly-based 
understanding and practice of Buddhism. It could be argued that scriptural authority is challenged by both 
“scriptural authority (of Luang Por Teean’s version)” and experiential authority in validating experience, insights 
and interpretations.   
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what he—and many others—saw as characteristic of city monasteries: a strong focus on 
scriptural study, chanting, rituals and sometimes magical amulets. Phra One suggested that his 
path to discovering Buddhism was a popular one among Thai Buddhist—of the educated urban 
middle class—which was to begin with reading books. This is congruent with the view of 
Buddhism as a rational philosophy and religion; one that relies on reason. In Thailand, school 
children typically learn basic Buddhism in classes—the history of Buddhism, Buddhism and 
culture in Thailand—and are also taught simple meditation techniques of watching the breath for 
10-20 minutes. Phra One recounted that he had practiced meditation in this way in the hope of 
improving academic performance; meditation is believed to help increase practitioners’ 
concentration ability. He is also one of the few that went on to take more advanced Buddhist 
classes in school; when in university, he took a Buddhist class—which was interestingly parked 
under the Architectural school—where he learned more about the history and scriptural 
knowledge of Buddhism. His experience in university left him wanting more, he wanted to know 
for himself the truth, and he wanted to reduce suffering—Buddhist generally believe suffering to 
be related to the causes of anger, greed and delusion.  
Phra Jim is also another example of one who started off with discovering Buddhism 
through books, but he soon felt that he only truly understood when he put those knowledge he 
learnt from books to test through meditation practice. 
try by yourself, you know what I mean? You have to try by yourself, and now it 
depends on the experience. If you have the experience, sometimes you will just 
know it that whether this is going to be good or this is going to be bad. Sometimes 
people guiding you on something and you have done it before and you know the 
result of it happening. And then you know that oh this is not going to work. You 
know by yourself because you have the experience before right, sometimes it can 
be like that, just easy like that. (Phra Jim, Personal Interview) 
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Phra Jim tells me that he feels that reading too many books instead of actually practicing 
it is a characteristic of an untrained mind that seeks for constant stimulation. He considers 
reading books to a reliance on “external stimulus”—distractions one often engages in such as 
engaging in social interactions, entertainment and so on as convenient ways to delay doing the 
necessary work. He often tells practitioners who are new to the monastery to just focus on their 
practice, “this is your only job here,” and not to talk to people or help out in monastery chores 
excessively, or read books or listen to audio materials. For him, these are all relying on external 
materials to gain inspiration and satisfaction which is only temporary. One has to practice till 
he/she cultivates automatic awareness—allowing the practitioner to be happy from within 
without a need to rely on external conditions.   
Another similar example is Phra Ah—he has been a monk for 3 years now, residing in a 
forest monastery in the northeast—he earned a Masters degree in international development in 
England and would be well placed to be a scholarly monk. Instead, his views about Buddhism 
changed after his decision to stay on longer as an ordained monk after having good experiences 
with meditation practice in his current monastery. For Phra Ah, knowing about Buddhism 
through studying it in school about the cultural and historical aspects is not the same as what 
Buddhism “actually” is.  
[Thailand] have a course in high school, a subject, a Buddhist subject. Looking 
back at it, they would just study about oh this day the Buddha is born, very briefly, 
like they will tell you about Buddhism in terms of culture, cultural aspects. 
Usually it is something related to Buddhism but not Buddhism something like that. 
Because what Buddhism actually is is not you know you will learn that way. So it 
was just learning something about Buddhism […] yah, you are not supposed to 
force it but not supposed to be dragged away by the thinking. And the experience 
of the practice is not through (intellectual thought). (Phra Ah, Personal Interview) 
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In addition, Phra Ah tells me that when a person gives a dhamma talk, those who practice 
meditation would be able to tell if they are speaking based on experience (and that they really 
know) or if they are just giving the talk based on what they have read in books and listened from 
audio tapes. Many of my informants search for an appropriate teacher not based on his/her 
scholarly achievements—the level of Pali examinations passed—but would judge based on 
experience. They believe that this would manifest in visible behavioural dispositions—calm and 
assured, relaxed and approachable, confident in their knowledge—and an “aura” the teachers 
exude.      
Khun Chin, a retired teacher in his 40s, came in search for something that can help 
protect his mind—he has been undergoing immense mental stress since his divorce and has 
trouble sleeping. He makes the distinction between “theory” and “practice”. When I asked him if 
he had studied Buddhism from books, he replied yes and said he believes that “theory” is 
important in providing us with basic information such as the history of Buddhism and the 
Buddha’s life, but what is more important is to practice it to verify for oneself, and realize the 
truth through experience. He shared with me he had a few good experiences in his 2 months at 
the monastery, congratulating me for being able to learn the practice at a young age so that I can 
live a longer period with the knowledge of how to protect my mind. Before he left, he told me he 
feels he is now able to better cope with problems in the future.     
When I was ordained, a Chinese monk asked me to help him translate some questions he 
had for Luang Taa Grom, a senior monk of 30 rain retreats. I had at least two more of such 
consultations with Luang Taa Grom and he never failed to remind me one thing: “do not practice 
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meditation as you would study a book! You must go and practice and feel for yourself.71” Master 
Arch, a well-educated Sri Lankan monk who came to Sugato to learn and practice Luang Por 
Teean’s technique, was more candid in his conversations with me, responding to my questions 
about books and scriptures with “read your own book!”  
Practitioners do not entirely reject scriptural knowledge and intellectual understanding as 
evident in the number of books they printed and the canons they possess in the libraries for those 
who want to read them. In response to the allegations of other lineages in Thailand that the 14-
step movement is not in line with the teachings of Buddha as recorded in scriptures, Luang Por 
Teean did make scriptural references to the foundations of mindfulness to legitimise his 
teachings and method through traditional and legal-rational sources of authority. However, he 
was clear in his instructions to prioritize practicing over scriptural study.  
It was clear to me that practitioners would prioritize experiential knowledge of insights 
gained through meditation practice over pure intellectual understanding and insights through 
scriptural study. For Aachaan Paisal, it is important to study Buddhism, to have a systematic 
approach and thinking but he feels that it does not give inner peace, practicing meditation does 
and it is important to have that solid base to not be easily misled by scholarly authority.   
Practitioners do not passively accept the interpretations from scholarly sources. Instead, 
their own meditation experience is important in verifying the interpretations. They challenge 
hierarchical relations that place scholarly monks at the top. Practitioners may be aware of the 
debates over scriptural interpretations but they are more concerned with being able to do it—
becoming more aware of mind and body all the time—than knowing how to do it or what it 
                                                          
71 Luang Taa Grom also had this same advice in the dhamma talks he was invited to give. 
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means. Such a focus echoes the view of religion as “lived,” in which practitioners create spaces 
for themselves in Buddhism to make it less hierarchical and scripturally-based. 
 
MONKS, RITUALS AND MERIT-MAKING 
Phra One told me during an interview: “In Thai society, [there are] very few groups like us. Most 
of Thai society we have believe in only the merit making, the first level. Those who go up to the 
practice itself is not much.”  
When Luang Por Teean was still a merchant and respectable village head, he was a 
devoted Buddhist who made a lot of merit (“tam boon” in Thai). As with many typical Thai 
Buddhist, he believed that making merit is the way to liberation, makes one a good person and 
ensure better rebirths. Making offerings to monks and providing for their basic necessities were 
considered merit-making acts. Luang Por Teean was also actively involved in organizing 
ceremonies for monks to bless the village, he also donated money to build many monasteries, 
meditation huts, and maintenance works and so on. However, his meditation experience changed 
his views. His subsequent teachings reinterpreted the meanings attached to merit-making. He 
now taught that making merits is not important to knowing about the truth and ourselves, which 
can only be achieved through meditation. He saw conventional ideas of merit-making to be 
obstacles to gaining clarity about the truth. Merit-making was intertwined with feeding the ego, 
increasing a sense of self rather than eliminating it. He taught that real merit is normality—
finding the right balance and virtue. When he went around teaching people like this, state 
officials were even suspicious of him being a communist as he was seen to be asking people to 
go against customs and traditions.  
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The monastery has visitors from all over the country, and there are those who travel there 
specifically to seek an audience with well-known monks to “tam boon”. When they are told 
about Luang Por Teean’s teachings about merit-making, one could clearly see their discomfort. 
Once, a couple who came from the city to “tam boon” was told that we have to practice, and that 
merit-making in the conventional sense is not necessary, that receiving precepts from the monks 
is useless, that the only meaningful thing to do was to practice and to see for yourself. The 
couple challenged the senior monk by asking what about “common” people like them who do 
not have the time and opportunity to practice meditation. Don’t they need the merits from 
making offerings? They remain unconvinced when the senior monk told them they still need to 
practice and cultivate awareness to gain self-knowledge and reduce suffering. Phra Pom is of the 
view that practicing meditation is the highest homage above offering of basic necessities to 
monks for merit making purposes. But not everyone in Thai society will feel the same way. 
Indeed, it may be a privilege to do so as many of those who come to the monastery are urban 
middle class.  
Merit-making is a familiar practice for all, and many still practice it. At the monastery, 
the gong would be struck at lunch time and also during courses, it will be struck to signal the 
participants to gather together. Some practitioners would then stop what they are doing, kneel on 
the spot with arms clasped in prayer. This also happens before they begin their practice, usually 
walking meditation. I was really curious what they were doing, and confirmed my suspicion with 
other practitioners there that they were transferring merits. This also happens when visitors to the 
monastery would pour water from a cup into another vessel as the senior monk leading the 
chanting begin with a special chant to transfer merits for the devotee’s loved ones who have 
129 
 
passed away before the usual chants. I had asked Phra Jim whether this merit-making is 
necessary.     
no, but we are doing it... for me it is not the important part but sometimes that can 
help can help some people sometime when they got stressed from the practice 
sometimes when they do it their mind going to be like released a bit so sometimes 
for some people it can help […] In my opinion it is like this... It depends on how 
you do it, if you do it with the belief that it can actually passing something to other 
life, passing good merit to other life and you are going to feel better and feel 
relaxed. But for me I don’t really feel or see the point of how we are going to be 
doing that (of passing merit)... (Phra Jim, Personal Interview)   
Phra Jim also recognizes the importance of people making merits through offerings of 
food and necessities to monks. As he candidly and reflexively puts it: “we are not stopping 
people from coming to the monastery to donate money or give food, of course we need that! 
There will not be enough food if no one believed in doing that anymore.” The same applies to 
rituals and ceremonies which most Thai Buddhists continue to practice. They are useful in at 
least getting people into the monastery and giving them an opportunity to listen to the dhamma 
and hopefully be convinced to try out the practice. Phra Jim feels that those who practice 
meditation would re-interpret the meanings of conventions. 
they also doing the same things but the understanding inside the reasons for doing 
so might actually change but not totally change, but the one who attach to the old 
is still there (he meant here the old generation of followers who reproduce the old 
way of understanding Buddhism; the folk and popular Buddhism), but when we 
have a newcomer which is like the new generation, the one that who never support 
the Buddhism, when they start to support (are these considered new converts?) 
they support with another kind of understanding which is not the same (as the old) 
but they are doing the same (things) but then inside it is not the same. (Phra Jim, 
Personal Interview)  
At other times, traditional views and rituals are considered to be obstructions to real 
transformations that Buddhism teaches. Those who are able to see through the religious outer 
core are able to more quickly get to the inner core of freedom and transformation. Aachaan 
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Paisal believes that westerners sometimes get to the cream of Buddhism faster as they can do 
away with the rituals and rites associated with Buddhism as a religion.   
sometimes religion is connected with the identity, culture and nationalism which is 
sometimes which is like obstruction to personal freedom, personal transformation, 
so I think the religious aspect is ignored in able to go direct to spirituality. Not to 
mention the rites and ritual. In Thai Buddhism, there are many rites and rituals, 
which always the obstruction to the real transformation. (Aachaan Paisal, Personal 
Interview)   
Receiving the five precepts from the monks is also a customary practice in Thai 
Buddhism. When society is deemed to be facing a decline in morality, people believe that it is 
because monks did not give lay people precepts. Luang Por Khamkhian often criticizes this view 
and admonishes those who foolishly believe in this view; he teaches that by cultivating self-
awareness, there will be no need to receive precepts from anyone as one would naturally be 
mindful about actions, speech and thought and do the right things. For him, even if the monks 
were to give precepts, the persons receiving it can still violate them and do harmful acts when 
they have no self-awareness. Actions such as making merits by giving offerings to the monks 
would not reduce suffering; it will not eliminate anger, delusion, and greed. Practicing self-
awareness leads to normality and keeping the precepts is part of normality. Merit and virtue is 
also considered normality. Focusing our efforts on practicing awareness will then lead to a 
correct understanding of merit-making.  
Conventionally, Thai Buddhists subscribe to the notion of reincarnation as well, and 
believes that merit-making in this life will ensure an accumulation of good karma for future 
lives. Luang Por Teean, however, taught that birth and rebirth happens in every thought that 
leads to suffering—when one identifies with what one is caught up in. Practitioners, through 
their experience, also come to hold this interpretation that they are not so much concerned with 
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birth and rebirth in the reincarnation sense as those are not verifiable, instead, they can know 
how delusions can be reborn every moment when we get caught up in them.  
Practitioners no longer hold to the conventional belief that we have to be ordained to 
become “noble ones” or to become enlightened. Being a monk, for many of my informants, is 
just a way to have more time to practice. They see the robes as uniforms and monkhood like an 
occupation. However, they also recognize limitations to their re-interpretation; that such a view 
is not easily accepted by the majority of Thai Buddhists.  
think it is like for me it is mainly in the terms of my generation that is what I can 
say, being a monk is like a, it is like an occupation for me, but someone don’t like 
me to say like that because they believe that monk in Thailand is not an occupation 
but monk in some country they say it is like an occupation. But for me, being a 
monk is another occupation, but it is not an occupation to get the money it is the 
occupation that you want to receive an opportunity for you to practice so people 
give you support with you with food, medicine, with shelter so you don’t have to 
worry about it so you can spend time for the meditation. For me it is like the 
occupation, and it is like investment also, it is like investment that you invest your 
time to do something. (Phra Jim, Personal Interview)   
Some practitioners even feel that being a lay person is more conducive to become 
enlightened72. This was echoed by monastics and laity alike, the latter often saying they have no 
plans to ordain when I asked them about it.  
no no no need to be monk. Actually I find that to reach the goal of non-self, stay 
like this better. In robes, monk life may be too relaxed. But if you want to do 
Samantha, monk life may be more helpful. But if you want to gain enlightenment, 
think lay life is better. (Master Arch, Personal Interview) 
For women, a shift towards meditation-oriented Buddhist identity and practice empowers 
them in staking a claim to higher status than that offered by a patriarchal Thai Theravada 
Buddhism—ordination of women into the Sangha is not allowed, mae chis are not given the 
                                                          
72 At the time of writing this thesis, a few monks I knew in the field have went on to disrobe or are considering it, 
and they share with me the reason behind their (potential) decision is that they want to “test” for themselves if 
what they have learnt from the practice can stand up against the challenges in society living as a lay person.  
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same respect and support as monks. Mae Chi Nat contrast herself with Mae Chis of a more 
elderly status who accept conventional subordinate roles in the monastery—usually taking care 
of kitchen chores, taking care of the monks’ basic needs. Mae Chi Nat belongs to the new group 
of mae chis who have more time to practice meditation for themselves and who believes in 
attaining liberation by themselves in this life. By reinterpreting the dominant view that complete 
liberation can only be attained through becoming fully ordained, women and laity are able to 
create meaningful spaces for themselves in Thai Buddhism—away from the traditional model 
that limits their role to that of merit-making. They validate their views, attainment and 
reinterpretations through their own experiences from meditation, reappraising the legitimacy and 
scriptural authority of the monks to carry out such validation.    
For the laity, being a Buddhist is no longer just about making merit through supporting 
the Sangha, donating to monasteries, hoping for better rebirths (in the sense of reincarnation). It 
is also no longer so strongly believed that you have to be ordained to be liberated, enlightened or 
to know the truth. As long as one practices meditation correctly and diligently, one can be a 
‘noble one’ as well. Being a Buddhist is also no longer just about receiving precepts from the 
monks, depending on the latter to be moral, but it is about practicing to cultivate self-awareness 
and mindfulness—and in becoming more and more aware of mind and body, one will come to 
naturally act morally.   
 
THAI BUDDHISM AS RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY  
Debates over the status of Buddhism as a religion or philosophy or spirituality has been going on 
not only in the scholarly community but also among practitioners trying to make sense of their 
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identity (see Southwold 1978, Herbrechtsmeier 1993, Pyysiäinen 2003)73. One way of 
classifying the existing definitions established by various scholars is to divide them into 
substantive and functional definitions (see Weigert 1974; Berger 1974). Substantive definitions74 
are concerned with the search for an essential nature of religion, what it is, to be applicable to all 
religious-like phenomena, establishing a set of criteria that qualifies social phenomena to be 
called religion. Functional definitions75 are more concerned with what religion does, mainly in 
terms of providing some sort of psychological need or to unite a community through a common 
purpose and worldview. Due to space constraints, I shall not review the competing definitions of 
religion. Instead, these competing definitions reveal themselves as I demonstrate how 
practitioners enact religious agency when they negotiate and interpret Thai Buddhism as both 
spirituality and religion. Before doing so, I explore in brief the academic debate over how 
religion is being transformed or perhaps even taken over by spirituality.   
Religions in practice are heterogeneous and definitions should take into account this 
diversity and also the non-static nature of religion. This non-static nature of religion raises 
questions about the role and significance of religion in modern times. “Religion is seen as giving 
meaning to what people do and aspire (Devine and Deneulin 2011:60).” To this extent, social 
agents can use religion as a cultural resource to (1) construct strategies of action for their 
everyday living (dealing with problems), (2) to formulate projects that infuse meaning and 
purpose into their life, in pursuit of goals such as salvation or enlightenment.  Here I am 
                                                          
73 Ninian Smart (2006) offers a way out of this definitional deadlock. She identifies seven dimensions that describes 
either what religion is or does. Religions do not have to fulfil all seven dimensions to qualify as religion, but may 
only exhibit one or a few dimensions. This approach allows us to differentiate further how different traditions of 
Buddhism have different configurations and combinations of these seven dimensions.  
74 See Edward Tylor ([1871] cited in Pals 2006), Mircea Eliade (1959), Clifford Geertz ([1966] 2006), Peter L. Berger 
([1967] 1990) for examples of substantive definitions. 
75 See Robert Bellah (1964), Milton Yinger (1970), Emile Durkheim (1974, cited in Pals 2006), Thomas Luckmann 
(1967) for examples of functional definitions.  
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concerned with how new developments such as the growth of spirituality affect what religion 
mean to individuals and society.  
The popularity and growth of spiritual movements have been much discussed through 
looking at new age movements, and spiritual physical exercises etc. (see Flanagan and Jupp 
2007). But the meaning of the term “spirituality” can have various meanings. Some scholars 
argue that we are witnessing a shift from organized (institutionalised) religion towards individual 
spirituality. Leading this camp are scholars such as Heelas and Woodhead (2005). These studies 
suggest the secularisation of spirituality, of its detachment from religiosity and religious forms. 
Heelas and Woodhead argue that spirituality is in the process of replacing religion. For Heelas 
and Woodhead (2005), “life-as religion” explains how people live according to external 
expectations (of fulfilling social role obligations and duties). This is shifting towards “subjective-
life spirituality” in how people live through paying more attention to inner experiences and 
resonance (p. 3). They make the further distinction between a “life-as spirituality” and 
“subjective-life spirituality”. The former is seen in the example of how “‘spirituality’ is often 
used in Christian circles to express devotion to God or Christ (p. 5).” The latter is an “experience 
of the sacred as integral to, inseparable from and flowing through one’s own subjective-life (p. 
6).” Aldridge (2013) noted that the term spirituality used to mean “personal discipline and the 
intensification of commitment to institutional teachings and practices (p. 186)”; spirituality in 
this sense is closely related to religiosity, directed by the church or similar institutions. Today, 
Aldridge recognizes that spirituality is “understood as a freely chosen expression of a person’s 
‘real self’, not a discipline developed through or imposed by a religious institution (p. 187).”  
Spirituality of the “new age” or the “subjective-life” type that Heelas and Woodhead 
characterize is not new to Buddhism. However, conditions in modern times which explain the 
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general shift from “life-as religion” towards “subjective-life spirituality” could have made 
practicing Buddhism with an emphasis on the latter more common and popular. The practice and 
interpretation of Buddhist teachings is closely associated with an invitation to experiential 
learning and gaining knowledge about the true nature of self and indeed all phenomena. Some 
Buddhists teachers and texts advise practitioners to not believe in the authority of the scriptures 
or even their teachers until they have verified for themselves if what is said is indeed compatible 
with their inner experiences. This is especially so for instructions in meditation practice. 
Practitioners are taught to pay attention to their inner experiences, feelings, thoughts, emotions 
and so on to verify for themselves the truth. This is sometimes prioritized over knowledge and 
learning through scriptures. This is also the case for the community of practitioners I interacted 
with and how they perceive Buddhism.  
Religion as a differentiated domain of society lends itself to influence and overlaps with 
other domains such as politics, economics, and culture and so on. The form which religion 
should take and include in its definition differs for various groups having competing views over 
the meaning of the term to advance their own agenda. For example, terms such as “spirituality” 
and “faith” are sometimes alternatives for better capturing the phenomena called “religion” could 
be an attempt to reject the consequences of acknowledging and studying religion as a 
differentiated social institution susceptible to interactions and “distortions” with other institutions 
and domains. The terms faith and spirituality may be attempts to demarcate undifferentiated and 
assumed unitary conceptions of experiences and practices that does not submit the divine to 
public scrutiny and critical analysis. 
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The debates over the definition of religion (and spirituality) perhaps suffer from a 
problem of academic discourses imposing homogeneity on what is a heterogeneous phenomenon 
or reality. Asad makes the argument that 
there cannot be a universal definition of religion, not only because its constituent 
elements and relationships are historically specific, but because that definition is 
itself the historical product of discursive processes. (Asad 1993:29, cited in 
Berlinerblau 2001:608) 
I offer my informants’ views about the role of religion, about how they see or define 
religion and the way they see or distinguish (if they do) religion from spirituality. Such an 
approach would also take into account not just their rationalizations of the beliefs they hold but 
also the practices as observed and lived. It would favour the view that religion is resilient in 
constantly changing and adapting to meet modern needs. It demonstrates that religious actors 
exercise high levels of agency in utilizing religious teachings, rules, rituals, objects and so on as 
resources to make sense of the world around them, to provide a way of ordering their 
experiences, to find and use the meanings—ultimate and particular—religious doctrines may 
provide, and not least to identify themselves as members of a community who share similar goals 
and worldviews. In short, religion provides resources of which practitioners employs like a 
toolkit to construct strategies of action that will suit intellectual and practical needs including 
identity, meaning-searching or -making in everyday life. 
The figure below (figure 1) represents a conceptual model of my informants’ 













It is quite clear among my informants and the people at the monastery, both lay and 
clergy alike that religion is a system of belief that holds people together. The Thai word for it is 
“sasana” (derived from its pali counterpart) which means teaching. Practitioners also share with 
me that for them, Buddhism as a “sasana” is a set of beliefs that holds followers together, the 
belief in the Buddha and his teachings.  
But when it comes to asking them how they understand spirituality, much confusion 
arises. Aachaan Paisal defines it in the most “western” way, perhaps due to his academic 
inclinations76. Aachaan Paisal links it to inner freedom, a search for inner peace, and self-
knowledge. Lay practitioners, those highly educated, describe it in this same way too, perhaps 
influenced by the way this term is now understood in major cities through movements 
propagating spirituality through practices and exercises such as Yoga, dancing and the like. For 
                                                          
76 In my private interview with him, he shared with me his academic background in liberal arts and his passion for 
historical studies.  
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others, they invoke the term “Chit Win Yan” which actually brings with it a connotation of 
“spirit” in the sense of guardian spirits, or ghosts for each locality that many Thais continue to 
make offerings to, reflecting the syncretism of local animistic beliefs with Buddhism as a lived 
practice. 
Most Thai-English or English-Thai dictionaries would translate the English term 
spirituality with the Thai word “Chit Win Yan”. Such a translation echoes my informants’ 
translation. Chit Win Yan in these dictionaries have also been found to be more accurately 
associated with spirit or ghost worship practices and beliefs of Thais, a local animistic tradition 
passed down historically. The Thai word “sasana” seems to be the closest to what the word 
religion represents, though it may be more accurate to understand it as teachings and for 
practitioners, beliefs. But the term is vague as to the content of the belief, and what it is directed 
towards. It may appear that spirituality – defined in relation to personal development or a kind of 
turn inwards to the self – is an imposition from the West. However, Buddhism does explicitly 
talk about self-cultivation, mental cultivation, elements which will qualify as spirituality in 
modern contexts. It would be more appropriate to see that spirituality in this modern sense is 
incorporated into the current understanding of Buddhism, and in the practices as well, at least for 
the urban, middle class, educated practitioners. Spirituality as a concept has been imported and 
accommodated into the Buddhist worldview and practices.  
It seems that for my informants, Buddhism can be both spirituality and (institutionalized) 
religion, and for many of them, such distinctions are either just academic impositions or are not 
essential for their main concern—practice of meditation and the knowledge (of “Truth77” and of 
                                                          
77 Related to the Buddhist teaching that we can know the true nature of all phenomenon—subject to the three 
characteristics of impermanence, dissatisfaction and non-self—if we practice meditation diligently and correctly.  
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ourselves) gained from it. Pii Kim told me that she does sees religion and spirituality as just 
labels and is of the view that it can be both, the important thing for her was for practitioners to 
practice and experience meditation for himself/herself instead of attaching to these labels. She is 
also of the view that some people may need Buddhism as a religion to have an opportunity to get 
to the spiritual “core” while others prefer to do away with the religious aspects altogether. For 
her, Thai Buddhism, complete with its rituals, doctrines, customs, teachings, beliefs, practices 
are resources to meet different needs and goals (for some, it is enlightenment, for others, it could 
be just to be a good person). Pii Kim reflects the typical reflexive attitude of most of my 
informants, suggesting the agency they exercise using religion as a toolkit, an argument which 
later chapters will elaborate and demonstrate at length.    
My interviews and conversations with my informants over this distinction of spirituality 
and religion is an example of active agency in interpreting Buddhism and negotiating meanings. 
The action resulting and relating to their negotiated meanings and reinterpretations may have a 
gradual effect on transforming the way religion is transformed at the institutional level. That 
Buddhism is now “refashioning” itself to meet the needs of its modern populace including people 
who demand for a more ‘secular’ (re)presentation of Buddhist teachings and practice is perhaps 
evidence of how this process of ongoing negotiation through time does have a gradual effect in 
the institutional and structural changes for Buddhism. My informants’ articulation and 
negotiation reflect a wider phenomenon of how Thai Buddhists may be responding to state-
sponsored Thai Theravada Buddhism, a result of reforms in the past few centuries motivated by 
nation-building efforts.  
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Spirituality and religion for my informants are used interchangeably, and has close if not 
similar meanings. For Phra Jim78, it is certainly related in so far that spirituality is at the core of 
Buddhism if the former is to mean inner development. The religious aspect of Buddhism for him 
is an outer shell, necessary to keep the tradition and teachings alive for so long and to offer 
people an opportunity to experience and practice for themselves to reach the core and essence. 
Seen this way, religion enables the cultivation of spirituality by making the latter more accessible 
and digestible for people who may find the latter too abstract to begin with. This is interesting as 
other informants have told me they see spirituality as another tool for religion, sasana as belief 
for them. Spirituality then helps to reproduce religious messages and can be used to reach out to 
the masses. Buddhism could be interpreted primarily as a practice in, of, and for spirituality 
(inner and personal development) but took on religious clothes over the course of history as it 
had to ensure the teachings are preserved and organized while catering to a diverse audience 
whom may require the ritualistic and doctrinal dimensions of Buddhism as a religion. 
Spirituality, in this instance, could be a desired outcome (an end state or experience) to be 
cultivated through practice (meditation), to be verified by the individuals for themselves. It could 
be a strategy for religious institutions to re-present its teachings and beliefs so as to attract people 
to come and practice. It could also be incorporated into the wider institution of religion, with the 
ritualistic practices and doctrinal beliefs acting as an outer shell for spirituality to be an inner 
core realization for individuals. 
 
STRATEGIES OF ACTION: RELIGIOUS AGENCY AND RELIGION AS A TOOL KIT 
                                                          
78 When I was asking Phra Jim about the distinction between religion and spirituality in Thai context, he took out 
his phone dictionary to check the translation but was equally unsatisfied with the answer.  
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The preceding discussion reflects practitioners’ exercise of religious agency in actively 
interpreting Thai Buddhism through asserting their own experiential authority. The reappraisal of 
religious legitimacy and search for religious authority is a work-in-progress. I employ Leming’s 
(2007) conceptualization of religious agency and Ann Swidler’s (1986) conceptualization of 
culture as tool kit to analyse the strategies of action produced by practitioners. These strategies 
are responses to the perceived moral crisis facing Thai Buddhism. It is also driven by the need to 
make Thai Buddhism meaningful, relevant and work for contented contemporary living.  
Leming conceptualizes religious agency as the configuration of emotional, intellectual 
and behavioural strategies practitioners employ to make sense of their identities and to negotiate 
the constraints placed upon them by dominant institutional discourses and practices to 
successfully carve out for themselves a sacred space and ultimately to effect a structural change 
towards their desired outcome. Drawing on Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, Leming’s 
argument about the need for sociological understanding of religious agency as a conceptual tool 
for explaining reproduction and transformations of religious institutions is worth quoting in 
whole:    
A sociological understanding of religious agency provides a means of examining 
the processes of structuration (Giddens 1984) as it is occurring in religious 
institutions. It provides a window on how individuals, by their choices and actions, 
give shape and form to the structures of society, including religious institutions, 
even as they participate in their ongoing, gradual transformation. 
“Transformation” is not too big a claim if we understand it literally as “the action 
of changing in form, shape, or appearance; metamorphosis” (Oxford English 
Dictionary, 2d ed.). Metamorphosis is often a slow process, with change that is 
difficult to detect. In looking for religious agency, one aims to detect how 
individuals contribute to such change. (Leming 2007:74, emphasis mine) 
The agency exercised by practitioners to reinterpret and negotiate conventional meanings 
and practices of Thai Buddhism is facilitated by a sense of urgency, both at the individual and 
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societal levels. This urgency is ignited by a perceived crisis in Thai Buddhism—an unsettled 
period. 
The examples and narratives in this chapter deal with transformations through religious 
agency exercised by informants, both lay and monastic practitioners. As religious agents, they 
neither adopt religious ‘truths’ uncritically nor carry out practices un-reflexively. Through 
embodied practice of meditation and experiential knowledge gained, they actively (re)interpret 
and negotiate Thai Buddhist tradition to make religion “work” for them—i.e. for salvation and 
for everyday life application. Practitioners “work” on their bodies, thoughts, speech, and action 
and so on. Meditation practice becomes a tool or “weapon” practitioners use to “work” on Thai 
Buddhism—its conventional meanings, interpretations, rules, hierarchy, norms and so on. 
Indeed, they continue many of the practices they were used to. But armed with experiential 
knowledge from meditation, they reinterpret the conventional meanings attached to these 
practices.   
Practitioners use resources and rules familiar to them—rituals, merit-making, notions of 
rebirth, meditation techniques, scriptures etc., transforming the meanings attached to these 
practices in the process. Scriptural knowledge is challenged and reinterpreted through 
practitioners’ experiential knowledge. The authority of the Sangha which rests on their titles, 
state patronage and scholarly achievements are scrutinized by practitioners’ redefining what it 
means to be a ‘noble one’. In addition, rituals and ceremonies largely characterizing Buddhism 
as an organized religion are considered peripheral to spiritual training through meditation 
practice. Challenging the “middle-man” role played by the Sangha that limits the laity’s role to 
merit-making, meditation practice can empower them—anyone can attain liberation if they are 
diligent in their practice. The increasing number and public shaming of monks involved in 
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scandals produce complaints of a crisis in Thai Buddhism, resulting in demands for Sangha 
reforms among observers and Buddhist practitioners. For Aachaan Paisal, he feels that the 
monastery is moving in the direction to bring more people to this urgent need for self-
transformation. He also believes that practitioners can use what they learn through meditation to 
be more conscious agents in the world, coping and dealing with social issues including this 
perceived moral crisis in Thai Buddhism.  
There are groups in Thai society that believe the Sangha is in need of reforms to salvage 
this crisis and the state needs to be involved in taking the lead, perhaps through stricter 
regulation. For the practitioners and my informants, they believe that by getting more people to 
know and practice meditation, the possibilities for reforms will not be just about the Sangha but 
also the laity and can be driven by the latter as they can also attain similar insights and 
enlightenment through proper and diligent practice. An urgency to resolve a decline in morality 
is to develop it. For the practitioners, it is not simply about making more merits or receiving the 
precepts from monks—especially when they are the ones believed to have violated these moral 
precepts. Instead, practitioners believe in reaching normality—recall that merit is normality, 
virtue is normality—and this can be achieved through practice of meditation. Practitioners have 
constructed strategies and tactics of actions to return to normality to address the crisis, and this 
involves first decentralizing the authority of the Sangha as privileged gatekeepers of the Truth 
Buddhists strive for.  
Just as Ann Swidler (1986) conceptualized culture as a “tool kit” in which individuals 
draw upon familiar resources to construct “strategies of action,” we could conceptualize religion 
as a “tool kit” as well—a “religious tool kit”—complete with rules and resources of which actors 
can draw upon to construct lines of action for their own purposes. In unsettling periods, these 
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resources and rules could be reinterpreted and negotiated to construct new lines of action that can 
lead to gradual structural changes.  
 
POWER, SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND HUMAN AGENCY  
It is useful here to unpack the relation between power, social structure and human agency for 
purposes of exploring how meditation can empower (lay) practitioners. Ortner (2006) argues that 
there are at least “two modalities of agency79, one of which is closely related to ideas of power, 
including both domination and resistance, and another that is closely related to ideas of intention, 
to people’s projects in the world and their ability to both formulate and enact them (p. 78).” I 
assert that “structure and agency” is not a zero-sum relationship. Agency is present when 
individuals and groups are able to act for themselves, influence others, and control over their 
own lives. In other words, they are aware of and can formulate projects to advance their own 
interests. To this extent, they are also engaged in a constant struggle to decide for themselves 
projects in their lives; purposes, desires, and to use cultural resources available to them to pursue 
personal or collective strategies.  
I subscribe to a broad conception of power as the ability and capacity to act and 
influence—though not necessarily always with intention—over others and oneself, through the 
use of available resources, both ascribed and acquired. Ability here has to do with “know-how” 
of strategies, of skills that practitioners possess to do “work.” It involves working with resources 
social agents have, either as individuals or collectively, to deploy in strategies including but not 
limited to domination and/or resistance. 
                                                          
79 Echoing her argument, these modalities are not mutually exclusive. In practice, the modalities are inseparable.  
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Projects of empowerment do not necessarily mean “free agency.” Desires and purposes 
are culturally constituted (“structured”) through shared norms and meanings; sometimes manifest 
as legalistic rules and regulations that can govern the way we act and think. Structure do not 
determine action, but shape social action through social meanings manifest as expectations, 
roles, norms and rules which can be interpreted and reinterpreted during social interactions. 
Practitioners are both constrained and enabled by their habitus—a broader Buddhist habitus and 
the cultivation of a meditator habitus—developing “automatic” ways of acting, thinking and 
feeling in ways consistent with that of a larger community.  
To the extent dominant groups can impose and enforce their ideas and projects on others, 
there are structural limitations/constraints to the possibilities of “projects” an individual in 
society can envision, articulate, formulate and enact to infuse life with meaning and purpose. The 
Santi Asoke movement discussed earlier is a case in point that there are limitations to the 
projects one can articulate and enact, especially when it involves overtly challenging and 
resisting state authority, threatening nation-building efforts while undermining the patron-client 
relationship between traditional religious elites and state institutions.  
Social and institutional structures, as Hayward80 and Lukes81 (2008) conceptualized, 
“consist in constraints and opportunities, and in roles and norms that limit, guide, and shape 
individuals’ behaviour (p. 8).” In a dialogue between Hayward and Lukes (2008), Hayward went 
on to make the point that structure does not determine action but shapes action. Structural 
constraints and limitations make it difficult for some form of action to be costly or otherwise 
difficult (p. 14). It also rewards and encourages certain types of action. In so doing, structures 
                                                          
80 See also Hayward’s (2000) De-facing Power.  
81 See also Luke’s (2005) Power: A radical View, second edition.  
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can make it difficult for certain interests to be recognized and “served.” The actions that structure 
enable and encourage are usually those of the dominant elites, those in positions of relatively 
more power, who are then able to advance their own interests, their projects. It also enables them 
to influence the projects of others, to make it more difficult for others to advance their interests 
and sometimes to influence them to work against their “real interests.” The last point 
presupposes that there are some agents, especially those in subordinate positions who lack the 
ability and capacity to know their own “real interests” and to formulate their own projects or to 
enact them.  
For Hayward, “structure shape social action through social meanings, which agents 
continually interprets and re-interprets (Hayward and Lukes 2008:15, emphasis mine).” These 
meanings are “relatively durable meanings and expectations, sustained by systems of reward and 
sanction, which make some forms of action, if not inevitable, then exceedingly likely (p. 15, 
emphasis in original).” In this sense, structures provide expectations about what one ought to do 
in particular contexts. It shapes roles and norms that inform agents of their limits, not just what 
can be done but what ought to be done too. Structure also enables interactions between agents, 
either against each other or to organize themselves collectively.  
The meanings and expectations of Buddhism shape action through roles, norms and rules. 
A clear hierarchy is also established and sustained. These (roles, norms, rules, interpretations, 
hierarchy) are durable and presided over by the traditional religious elites of the state-sponsored 
Thai Sangha Council and National Council of Buddhism. Rewards for monastics in the form of 
titles and funding for monasteries and state patronage to recognize legitimacy to teach has been 
used to encourage and promote certain forms of Buddhism, i.e. the rational and intellectual form 
of Thai Theravada Buddhism. For laity, the rewards are merits one can earn through supporting 
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the monastics. Punishment comes in the form of sanctions, as we have discussed in the cases of 
the Santi Asoke movement. Structure in this sense limits the range of actions for agents, dictating 
what is possible and acceptable for the different roles in a given hierarchy. Structures transform, 
albeit gradually when agents continually interpret and reinterpret the social meanings influencing 
and shaping action.  
Mainstream Thai Theravada Buddhism has more resources to exercise religious authority 
based on traditional and legal-rational grounds. With such authority, practitioners still meet 
resistance from state-sanctioned institutions and religious elites when trying to adopt and 
advance alternative ways of understanding and practicing Thai Buddhism. Such institutions can 
draw on the ability to outlaw movements, or individuals involved in seeking for alternative 
practices and organization. Practitioners have to thread carefully and ensure they do not entirely 
reject the authority and legitimacy of the existing order. Instead, they must struggle for some 
form of co-existence and acknowledgement of various equally valid (and hence legitimate) forms 
of practicing Thai Buddhism.  
Such a compromise was achieved in a recent decision about the colour of monk robes. 
The centralized Sangha had wanted to standardize the colour of monks’ robes in favour of the 
orange-coloured robes worn mainly by city monasteries. This decision was protested by monks 
of the forest monasteries who favour the “brown” coloured robes that more closely resemble the 
colour of tree trunks. A compromise was reached and it was decided that in recognition of the 
diversity of traditions within Thai Buddhism, monks were allowed to keep wearing their brown 
coloured robes. However, during official events, all monks were to put on the orange coloured 
robes for purposes of reflecting unity. As mentioned in chapter 1, another event which 
demonstrates the transformative agency of the laity and their increased participation in religious 
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affairs is the setting up of a 24-hour hotline for reporting monks who were behaving badly. 
While the final decision rests in the hands of the centralized Sangha and national office of 
Buddhism, the laity is now empowered to keep the order of monks in check. In sum, a 
democratization of religious expression and management was made possible as a result of the 
moral crisis though we should note that power largely remains in the hands of the religious elites, 
at least in terms of management.     
Meditation can empower practitioners in making them aware of their own interests, or to 
formulate and enact their own interests, their own projects to infuse life with meaning and 
purpose. The practice which cultivates awareness and mindfulness enable them to construct 
strategies of action in pursuit of personal salvation. It also provides them with a “weapon” in 
arming them with experiential knowledge and authority to claim legitimacy for their 
reinterpretations of rules, norms and teachings. The source of power here is primarily the 
individual, but individual exercise of power (and agency) is limited and enabled by structure. 
This is so as the interpretations and practice cannot deviate too much from acceptable Buddhist 
meanings and identity. What is acceptable is hard to pin down, but cases such as the Santi Asoke 
movement demonstrated that state authority should not be rejected outright. The same applies for 
the authority of traditional religious elites. The formulation of alternatives in ways of practicing 
Buddhism should be able to co-exist with the dominant institutionalised form(s).  
In the case of Luang Por Teean’s meditation tradition, there were also compromises 
made. Apart from citing scriptural sources to respond to his critics’ assertion that his teachings 
and interpretations are not “Buddhist” (i.e. not connected to the original Buddha’s words and 
teachings), Luang Por Teean and his disciples also do not overtly resist state monitoring. Just as 
with other monasteries, they have to come under the oversight of the Sangharaja and national 
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agencies in charge of Buddhism. Practitioners in the field have also told me that Luang Por 
Khamkhian and many other disciples of Luang Por Teean are given various titles or ranks. The 
fact that most of the practitioners I spoke to do not know which of the numerous ranks or titles 
the Luang Pors are given shows that such honorifics are not emphasized much. However, having 
such ranks are still convenient for administrative purposes especially for ordination masters such 
as Luang por Khamkhian82. What all these mean is there is a complex configuration of state-
religion “working relationship” that maintains the legitimacy and power of a state-approved body 
of religious authorities while also allowing for alternative groups to push for reforms in light of 
the moral crisis.    
Meditation practices, which constitutes part of the ethical cultivation of self that 
practitioners employ to transform their religious subjectivities, is an inner-directed practice and 
experience. It is not as overt as rituals and scholarly studies (which may require participation in 
formal courses). This makes it hard to police and regulate, all the more so when practitioners find 
instructions to meditation practice increasingly accessible. In addition, there is the possibility of 
bypassing the traditional verification of experiences and attainment in pursuit of what could be 
conceptualized as the ultimate prize83: enlightenment. Religious agency through an emphasis on 
meditation experience and attainment may then challenge existing bases of religious legitimacy 
and authority, reconfiguring power relations in state-religion encounters.   
As mentioned earlier, the recent move by the state to establish a 24-hour hotline is 
evidence of an empowered laity. Thai Buddhism in crisis for both laity and Sangha may be 
                                                          
82 I was told he was recognized as a Chao Khun (a monk who holds the more formal title of phra racha khana).  
83 It should be noted that not all practitioners see enlightenment as the ultimate “prize” at the end of their 
meditation practice. Instead, the practice does not have an end and the reformulation of religious or spiritual 
(Buddhist) subjectivities are understood to be fluid and a work-in-progress.   
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viewed as offering the potential for new possibilities—these are opened up for charismatic 
individuals to step forth and drive structural changes. Institutions such as a patriarchal Thai 
clergy remains enduring and resistant to reforms, but gradual changes are not immediately 
visible. Efforts to democratize Thai Buddhism are a “work-in-progress”, parallel with the process 
of legitimation for both institutionalized and lived religious groups. The possibilities for change 
are reflected also in an empowered laity who can become accomplished religious leaders through 
meditation attainment. Lay religious teachers and leaders may now come to the fore, taking on 





Concluding Thoughts: Religious Legitimation, Diversity and Change 
 
This thesis has demonstrated religious legitimation to be an ongoing “work-in-progress” that 
involves contestations of the sources of religious authority and legitimacy claimed by traditional 
religious elites and institutions. The result of this “work-in-progress” is a democratization of 
religious expressions. Alternative lived religious practices challenge the basis of authority and 
legitimacy claimed by official forms of religion. In turn, institutionalized religion responds in 
part by reasserting and/or renewing their basis of legitimacy, sometimes accommodating and 
appropriating the practices and re-interpretations of these alternative groups. Alternative groups 
themselves may then undergo processes of institutionalization as they seek to cement their own 
religious authority and legitimacy. Thereafter, new alternative groups emerge with new struggles 
that re-shape religious legitimation and relevance. This dialectical interaction between these 
groups demonstrates the diversity of Thai Buddhism. Perhaps more importantly, it reveals the 
complexities and dynamism of social relations that is not necessarily always neatly arranged and 
structured.     
This thesis began by discussing the development of a state-sponsored version of Thai 
Theravada Buddhism which focuses on rational scriptural study based on the Pali canon 
interpreted by a centralized Sangha. This state-sponsored Thai Theravada Buddhism may be seen 
by practitioners of popular and alternative forms of Thai Buddhism as an attempt by the state to 
impose control and reforms over a heterogeneous Thai Buddhist tradition. Reforms to 
institutionalise a Thai Theravada Buddhism can be traced at least to Rama I. Such an imposition 
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gives priority to scriptural-based studies and reaffirms the status of the Sangha as a mediating 
institution for the laity who can only make merits through offerings to the Sangha as their only 
hope for salvation in a better next life. Recent reforms from Rama IV have reproduced the 
bureaucratization of the Sangha order. This order is perceived by Thai Buddhists to have become 
“inactive, corrupt, and irrelevant to the needs of people in the modern world (Kitiarsa 
2008:124).” Centralization of power in the hands of the Sangha order and the state controlled 
National Office of Buddhism also allows the state to rally Thais around the idea of a pure and 
rationalized Thai Theravada Buddhism as key to national identity. James Tylor (2008) made the 
observation that  
It is ethno-historical, social and political determinants that define ethnicity or 
Thai’ness. In particular, in the discursive context of Thai modernity, it is 
Buddhism as the state religion (even if it is not endorsed in the state Constitution) 
that has been a crucial signifier of Thai’ness. […] In standard histories Thais are 
represented as a sedentary, lowland, wet-rice growing Theravada Buddhist culture. 
(Pp. 11-12) 
There is a growing “disenchantment84” with mainstream Thai Buddhism, not least with 
the scandals afflicting the monastic institution and thus undermining their role as moral 
custodians of Thai Buddhism. Thai Buddhists who are thus seeking to “reclaim” Thai Buddhism 
for themselves to meet their everyday needs—to achieve both practical and soteriological ends. 
The increasing popularity of Buddhist meditation practice as a means to achieve these ends is 
only one of many other options the Thai laity and monastics can choose to follow.  
The diversity of Thai Buddhism, especially the resilience of Thai popular Buddhism has 
been explored by scholars such as Kitiarsa (2005; 2008; 2012), McDaniel (2011), and Srichampa 
                                                          
84 I use disenchantment here to refer primarily to a sense of dissatisfaction and disillusionment with the state of 
Thai Buddhism. However, I acknowledge and agree that we could also understand Thai Buddhism as having gone 
through a period of disenchantment in the Weberian sense, i.e. a de-mystification from things supernatural and a 
process of rationalization, intellectualization and bureaucratization.   
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(2014) among others. This diversity has also been influenced by at least two contemporary 
transformations. The first is a shift towards spirituality as an alternative to organized religion 
(see Heelas and Woodhead 2005), and the second is an observation that religious goods and 
services are increasingly becoming commodities traded in a “religious market” competing for 
new recruits and believers. These scholars have detailed the pluralistic practices, beliefs and 
teachings of Thai Buddhism across time and space, including accounts of spirit-mediumship and 
worship, amulets trading, court rituals etc. McDaniel, for example, takes the individual Buddhist 
agents “seriously” in how they work through problems and respond to needs of the time through 
constant interpretation and reinterpretation of various Buddhist teachings, practices, rituals etc. 
He studies how Thai Buddhists develop and draw upon repertoires of “words, stock 
explanations, objects, and images (p. 9)” in meanings-making when responding to different 
situations and problems. This thesis has explored the repertoires employed by meditation 
practitioners’ to resolve practical issues and soteriological needs, making Thai Buddhism 
“work.”  
Thais have been used to localized versions of Buddhism (often syncretized with local 
beliefs and spirit-worship practices, and that recognizes a mo) which allows them more control 
over how they want to use religious resources such as chanting, rituals and sometimes magic to 
meet their practical everyday life needs. The percentage of Buddhists in Thailand approximates 
93.2%85 (Pew Research Centre 2012). There is a basic tradition this Thai Buddhist population 
seem to follow (according to the Tourism Authority of Thailand, this is Theravada Buddhism86), 
and the Sangha is the one institution presented and presents itself as possessing this sameness 
                                                          
85 Figure is based on 2010 population data.  




(with Theravada Buddhism) and employing “technologies of sameness” such as following the 
same code, wearing similar “uniform” and so forth (McDaniel 2011:224). However, the local 
diversity found in Thailand is far from being homogenized. It does not fit a standardized Thai 
Theravada Buddhism presented as either a state induced effort to preserve a “pure” form of 
Buddhism or as a necessary product of globalization and modernization forces.  
Thai society is undergoing changes in times of political and social uncertainties, and Thai 
Buddhism is also a target for reforms and transformations. The awareness gained from 
meditation practice is a resource practitioners can use to re-empower themselves to direct these 
hoped-for changes. The role of the monastic institution seems to be changing fast and lay 
Buddhist practitioners are taking over the role of moral custodians preserving Buddhist teachings 
and ensuring it remains relevant for contented contemporary living. They are aware of 
mainstream Thai Theravada Buddhism’s limitations in serving their needs and interests; the 
heavy focus on intellectualism lacks the connection between theory and praxis, the latter of 
which is desired and needed by practitioners. Practicing Thai Buddhism with a meditation-
centric focus is an alternative to institutionalised religion and allows practitioners to formulate 
their own projects in the world, infusing their lives with meaning and purpose. These projects 
have to do with personal salvation, social engagement, and guidance for everyday living and 
problems. Practitioners are now empowered to challenge the authority of traditional religious 
elites who may have long monopolized discourses dictating pathways to enlightenment, 
interpretations of Buddha’s teachings, and guidance for moral conduct. These practitioners 
attempt to make Thai Buddhism “work” again for themselves, i.e. remake its relevance in 
modern society. Practitioners “work” on their bodies, thoughts, feelings, and so on to develop 
awareness, and therefore more power over their own lives and projects. But personal effort alone 
155 
 
does not explain how practitioners can have an impact on institutionalised Thai Theravada 
Buddhism. The power to direct the future of Thai Buddhism does not lie solely in the hands of 
the traditional religious elites and institutions but is now diffused through individuals. This is 
also understood in the context of diversity in Thai Buddhism which makes it possible for 
individuals to use religion as a toolkit and cultural resource, innovating through “mixing and 
matching” or re-interpretations of religious practices and beliefs according to their needs and 
interests. These interpretations and re-interpretations constitute new articulations of Thai 
Buddhism which serves to open up spaces for possibilities of alternative practices and new Thai 
Buddhist identities relevant for contemporary living. 
As demonstrated in Chapter 5, a community of practitioners facilitate the production of 
meditators’ habitus and make practitioners’ way of life meaningful through the support of a 
network of teachers and fellow journeymen. The presence of foreigners—especially foreign 
monks—also strengthens practitioners’ faith in the technique, teachers and results. This habitus 
is itself an enactment of new structures (norms, expectations, etc.) that serve to provide a 
framework for action. The focus on the present, and the appeal to direct experience can 
sometimes challenge the legitimacy of history and tradition—the basis of a state-sponsored Thai 
Theravada Buddhism. For those disenchanted with mainstream Thai Buddhism but who do not 
yet want to abandon Buddhism, they will have to ensure their alternative articulations and 
practices negotiate challenges to the authority and legitimacy of state and traditional religious 
elites carefully. Such careful negotiations can facilitate Thai Buddhism “returning again to the 
hands of the people (cf. Phra Paisal Visalo 1999),” one that is relevant to the needs of living in 
modern society. Moreover, the power to choose and practice alternative religious expressions 
does not mean people abandon wholesale their old beliefs and practices or that institutions no 
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longer hold sway. As this thesis demonstrated, both old and new forms of habits, practices, 
interpretations, and beliefs will continue to appear in practitioners’ everyday religious lives (see 
Ammerman 2007:8).      
 
IN LIEU OF A CONCLUSION: THE STRUGGLES CONTINUE  
At the time of writing up this thesis, news of Luang Por Khamkhian passing away after a 
peaceful and valiant struggle with cancer reminded me of the impermanence of all conditioned 
phenomena. It also led me to anticipate the changes to come after the passing away of a 
charismatic religious leader who was able to orally transmit his teachings through direct 
experience and personal conduct. While Luang Por Khamkhian is not the “founder” of the 
technique and teachings he transmit, he was like Luang Por Teean in that both had little 
education but able to inspire through their exemplary life conduct and charisma. They did not 
record any of their own teachings, at least not by themselves. The books and audio materials of 
their recorded teachings were efforts of their disciples. Their demise has led to more efforts to 
codify their teachings and instructions, conceivably with the intention to pass on these valuable 
words of advice and wisdom for the benefit of future generations. The passing of Luang Por 
Khamkhian is then a reminder of not just the impermanence of life but also the non-static nature 
of both institutionalised religion and lived religion. 
The practice to record in writing stories and teachings of masters who have passed on can 
have the unintended consequence of turning lived religion into the “new” institutionalized 
religion. Luang Por Teean and Luang Por Khamkhian are what Weber (1958) would have called 
charismatic leaders who relied on their charisma, i.e. charisma being a type of authority based on 
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followers being inspired and devoted to the leader’s exceptional and exemplary character and 
vision, to shape the views and actions of those around them. But over time, and I conjecture that 
with the demise of Luang Por Khamkhian and as we “progress” through more and more 
generations of disciples after Luang Por Teean, a routinization of charisma may occur. The 
earlier innovative and transcendent qualities of these leaders are gradually lost as successors rely 
more on the words and recorded stories of the founder and early disciples.  These recorded 
writings can take on a life of its own and become the new doctrine. What is now a lived religious 
practice could easily take on characteristics of an institutionalised religion—with an official 
doctrine administered by a group of elites tasked to preserve the knowledge through the authority 
of the text. In other words, the process of religious legitimation comes one full cycle; challenges 
to existing forms, a search for new forms of religious legitimacy and authority, and the 
establishment of it which may result in the adoption of institutionalized characteristics triggering 
off another search for alternative “lived religious” expressions. As demonstrated and emphasized 
in this thesis, the process of religious legitimation is a “work-in-progress” which involves 
challenges, contestations, negotiations, and sometimes cooperation between institutionalized and 
lived religious groups. We have seen that institutionalised and lived religion can enable and 
constrain the range of possibilities for individuals to formulate and enact meaningful projects in 
the world and the (new) identities they can forge.  
This thesis has demonstrated the resilience of religious traditions and its practitioners in 
ensuring religious resources and tools remain relevant to make sense of the changes going on 
around them and infuse life with meaning and purpose. Recently, there is a public debate over 
the possibility and desirability of institutionalising a “national religion” in the Kingdom. But 
with all these diversity within Thai Buddhism, which sub-tradition or lineage should this 
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“national religion” follow? Institutionalising a “national religion” without considering this 
diversity will only further distance Thai Buddhists from their religion which has already been 
perceived to be lacking in social, moral and spiritual strength and relevance. What could be 
worse than simply distancing Thai Buddhists from an institutionalised national religion will be to 
produce the unintended consequence of resistance that takes on a violent nature. A Thai 
Buddhism that is institutionalised as a national religion will also be seen by observers as an 
attempt to further marginalize the non-Buddhist minority in Thailand, who have long struggled 
for recognition and rights. To avoid these potential, unwanted and unnecessary problems, the 
Thai Sangha and State authorities may find it useful to embrace the diversity within Thai 
Buddhism—answer the calls to reform Thai Buddhism by reflecting on the allegations of moral 
corruption and irrelevance, and allow more participation from an increasingly empowered lay 
populace in directing these reforms. Doing this for Thai Buddhism may then pave the way for a 
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